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In Memory of Her 


Wherever the gospel is preached in the whole world, 
what she has done will be told in memory of her. 
Mark 14:9 
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For Christina Marlene Schüssler Fiorenza 


We are together, my child and I. 
Mother and child, yes, 

but sisters really, 

against whatever denies us 

all that we are. 
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Introduction 
In Search of 
Women's Heritage 


Ll the passion account of Mark's Gospel three disciples figure 
prominently: on the one hand, two of the twelve—Judas who 
betrays Jesus and Peter who denies him—and on the other, the un- 
named woman who anoints Jesus. But while the stories of Judas and 
Peter are engraved in the memory of Christians, the story of the 
woman is virtually forgotten. Although Jesus pronounces in Mark: 
" And truly I say to you, wherever the gospel is preached in the whole 
world, what she has done will be told in memory of her" (14:9), the 
woman's prophetic sign-action did not become a part of the gospel 
knowledge of Christians. Even her name is lost to us. Wherever the 
gospel is proclaimed and the eucharist celebrated another story is 
told: the story of the apostle who betrayed Jesus. The name of the 
betrayer is remembered, but the name of the faithful disciple is for- 
gotten because she was a woman. 

Although the story of the anointing is told in all four Gospels,! it is 
obvious that the redactional retelling of the story seeks to make the 
story more palatable to a patriarchal Greco-Roman audience. 
Whereas the Fourth Gospel identifies the woman as Mary of Bethany 
who as faithful friend of Jesus shows her love by anointing him, Luke 
shifts the focus of the story from woman as disciple to woman as 
sinner. Whether Luke used Mark’s text or transmits a different tradi- 
tion is disputed. But this exegetical dispute does not matter much 
since we are used to reading the Markan story in the light of Luke. In 
the process the woman becomes a great sinner who is forgiven by 
Jesus. 

Despite their differences, all four Gospels reflect the same basic 
story: a woman anoints Jesus. This incident causes objections which 
Jesus rejects by approving of the woman's action. If the original story 
had been just a story about the anointing of a guest's feet, it is un- 
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likely that such a commonplace gesture would have been remem- 
bered and retold as the proclamation of the gospel. Therefore, it is 
much more likely that in the original story the woman anointed Jesus' 
head. Since the prophet in the Old Testament anointed the head of 
the Jewish king, the anointing of Jesus' head must have been under- 
stood immediately as the prophetic recognition of Jesus, the 
Anointed, the Messiah, the Christ. According to the tradition it was a 
woman who named Jesus by and through her prophetic sign-action. 
It was a politically dangerous story.? 

In Mark's Gospel the story is sandwiched between the statement 
that the leaders of Jesus' people wanted to arrest him and the an- 
nouncement of Jesus' betrayal by Judas for money. Mark thus depo- 
liticizes the story of Jesus' passion: first, by shifting the blame for his 
death from the Romans to the Jewish establishment; and second, by 
theologically defining Jesus' messiahship as one of suffering and 
death. Whereas according to Mark the leading male disciples do not 
understand this suffering messiahship of Jesus, reject it, and finally 
abandon him, the women disciples who have followed Jesus from 
Galilee to Jerusalem suddenly emerge as the true disciples in the 
passion narrative. They are Jesus' true followers (akolouthein) who 
have understood that his ministry was not rule and kingly glory but 
diakonia, "service" (Mark 15:41). Thus the women emerge as the true 
Christian ministers and witnesses. The unnamed woman who names 
Jesus with a prophetic sign-action in Mark's Gospel is the paradigm 
for the true disciple. While Peter had confessed, without truly under- 
standing it, “you are the anointed one," the woman anointing Jesus 
recognizes clearly that Jesus' messiahship means suffering and death. 

Both Christian feminist theology and biblical interpretation are in 
the process of rediscovering that the Christian gospel cannot be pro- 
claimed if the women disciples and what they have done are not 
remembered. They are in the process of reclaiming the supper at 
Bethany as women's Christian heritage in order to correct symbols 
and ritualizations of an all-male Last Supper that is a betrayal of true 
Christian discipleship and ministry.? Or, in the words of the artist 
Judy Chicago: “All the institutions of our culture tell us through 
words, deeds, and even worse silence that we are insignificant. But 
our heritage is our power."* 

The explorations of this book have two goals: they attempt to re- 
construct early Christian history as women's history in order not only 
to restore women's stories to early Christian history but also to re- 
claim this history as the history of women and men. I do this not only 
as a feminist historian but also as a feminist theologian. The Bible is 
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not just a historical collection of writings but also Holy Scripture, 
gospel, for Christians today. As such it informs not only theology but 
also the commitment of many women today. Yet as long as the stories 
and history of women in the beginnings of early Christianity are not 
theologically conceptualized as an integral part of the proclamation of 
the gospel, biblical texts and traditions formulated and codified by 
men will remain oppressive to women. 

Such a reconstruction of early Christian history as women's history 
and of biblical-historical theology as feminist theology presupposes 
historical and theological critical analysis as well as the development 
of a feminist biblical-historical hermeneutics. Since I am trained in 
New Testament exegesis, I will limit my explorations to the begin- 
nings of Christianity but not include all of biblical history. Methodo- 
logically, however, it will be necessary to go beyond the limits of the 
New Testament canon since it is a product of the patristic church, that 
is, a theological document of the "historical winners." To forego such 
an undertaking because historical critical scholarship and hermeneu- 
tics are "male" but not feminist does an intellectual disservice to 
women. Since it reinforces male-female role stereotypes, such an as- 
sumption is not capable of naming the particular oppressive assump- 
tions and androcentric components of such scholarship. 

Reconstruction of early Christian history in a feminist perspective 
raises difficult hermeneutical, textual, and historical problems. Since 
feminism has developed different theoretical perspectives and 
models, this reconstruction must also include the formulation of a 
feminist heuristic framework or model that allows for the oppression 
as well as for the historical agency of women in early Christianity. 

1. A fundamental methodological insight of historical criticism of 
the Bible was the realization that the Sitz im Leben or life setting of a 
text is as important for its understanding as its actual formulation. 
Biblical texts are not verbally inspired revelation nor doctrinal princi- 
ples but historical formulations within the context of a religious com- 
munity. Although this insight is challenged today by literary formal- 
ism as well as textual biblicism, it nevertheless remains basic to any 
historical reconstruction. Studies of the social world of Israel and 
early Christianity are in the process of developing heuristic models 
that comprehend more fully the social-historical context of the biblical 
texts. 

Similarly, feminist theory insists that all texts are products of an 
androcentric patriarchal culture and history. The current feminist 
movement has therefore engendered an explosion of scholarly works 
in all areas of scientific inquiry and research.? Historians, philoso- 
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phers, and anthropologists have emphasized that current scholarly 
theory and research are deficient because they neglect women’s lives 
and contributions and construe humanity and human history as 
male. Feminist scholarship in all areas, therefore, seeks to construct 
heuristic models and concepts that allow us to perceive the human 
reality articulated insufficiently in androcentric texts and research. 

The explorations of this book begin therefore with the hope of 
moving away from the pervasive apologetic that characterizes most 
treatments of women in the Bible, to a historical-critical reconstruc- 
tion of women's history and women's contributions to early Christian 
beginnings. Moreover, I have assumed that the new questions raised 
by feminist scholarship will enhance our understanding of early 
Christian history. The attempt to "write women back into early Chris- 
tian history" should not only restore early Christian history to 
women but also lead to a richer and more accurate perception of early 
Christian beginnings. If scholars employ philosophical, sociological, 
or psychological analyses for constructing new interpretative models 
of early Christian development, nothing should prevent us from uti- 
lizing feminist heuristic concepts as well, in order to reconstruct an 
early Christian history in which women are not hidden and invisible. 
While an androcentric model cannot do justice to those texts that 
positively mention women's leadership in early Christianity, a femi- 
nist model can positively integrate them. 

Biblical scholars, however, do not perceive the question as a serious 
historical problem of great significance for the reconstruction of early 
Christian history and theology. As a “woman’s issue" it is trivial or 
marginal to the academic enterprise. Seen as a "woman's problem" 
the issue belongs to books and symposia on “woman” but not in the 
program of exegetical conferences or in the pages of an exegetical 
Festschrift. Usually, anyone identified with the "feminist cause" is 
ideologically suspect and professionally discredited. As one of my 
colleagues remarked about a professor who had written a moderate 
article on women in the Old Testament: "It is shame, she may have 
ruined her scholarly career." 

The tacit assumption underlying such expressed or unexpressed 
reservations is that scholars who do not reflect or articulate their 
political allegiances are "objective," free from bias, nonpartisan and 
scientific. Yet, anyone even slightly familiar with problems raised by 
the sociology of knowledge or by critical theory will have difficulty 
asserting such scholarly objectivity on scientific grounds. In a brilliant 
analysis of slavery in antiquity the eminent scholar Moses Finley has 
explored the ways in which current ideological and societal interests 
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have deeply affected the historiography of ancient slavery. He sums 
up his explorations: 


Nevertheless, other contemporary ideological considerations are 
active in that seemingly remote field of historical study—active in 
the sense that they underlie, and even direct, what often appears 
to be a purely "factual," "objective" presentation. . . . I believe 
that a full, open account of how modern interest in ancient slav- 
ery has manifested itself is a necessary prerequisite to the sub- 
stantive analysis of the institution itself, and I have therefore 
begun with that theme. 


Since historical knowledge is inferential (Collingwood), historians 
have to construct some frame of reference within which to discuss the 
available historical evidence. Such a frame of reference is always de- 
termined by their own philosophical perspective and values. Histo- 
rians who pretend to record nothing but pure facts while refusing to 
acknowledge their own presuppositions and theoretical perspectives 
succeed only in concealing from themselves the ideologies upon 
which their historiography is based. All historiography is a selective 
view of the past. Historical interpretation is defined by contemporary 
questions and horizons of reality and conditioned by contemporary 
political interests and structures of domination. Historical "objectiv- 
ity" can only be approached by reflecting critically on and naming 
one's theoretical presuppositions and political allegiances. 

Interest in legitimization, as well as in opening up future possibili- 
ties, is a major motif in biblical interpretation. As James Robinson 
states: 


New Testament scholarship as an intellectual activity is a modern 
science reflecting as well as molding the modern understanding 
of reality, a reciprocity it shares with the humanities in gen- 
eral. . . . Every scholar or scientist who deals with a subject 
matter from the past does so in terms of his present grasp of 
reality and the results of his research in turn flow into the current 
body of knowledge from which the continual modification of our 
understanding of reality emerges.’ 


If this is the case—and I believe it is—then it must be asked whether 
the reluctance of scholars to investigate the present topic might be 
sustained by an unconscious or conscious refusal to modify our an- 
drocentric grasp of reality and religion rather than by a legitimate 
concern for the integrity of biblical-historical scholarship. The dictum 
of Simone de Beauvoir about scholarship on women in general ap- 
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plies also to studies of women in the Bible: “If the ^woman's question’ 
seems trivial it is because masculine arrogance has made it a ‘quarrel’ 
and when quarrelling one no longer reasons well." * 

2. While it is hard to dislodge the intellectual misgivings of my 
colleagues in the academy, I have found it even more difficult to 
sustain my biblical interests in the face of feminist objections. Ques- 
tions and misgivings expressed by women in response to my lectures 
and publications have taught me how to phrase problems more 
clearly and how to keep in mind the structural obstacles to a feminist 
historiography or theology. Such exchanges have also compelled me 
to explore more deeply how a "feminist hermeneutics" can be formu- 
lated. The first part of this book— which might to many women seem 
strange and too academic at first glance—owes its conception to femi- 
nist rather than to academic theoretical questions. 

When I attempt to explore the history of women who became 
Christians in the beginnings of Christianity this should not be misun- 
derstood as an attempt to save the Bible from its feminist critics. I 
simply mean to raise the question: How can early Christian origins be 
reconstructed in such a way as to be understood as "women's af- 
fairs"? In other words, is early Christian history "our own” history or 
heritage? Were women as well as men the initiators of the Christian 
movement? 

While theologians in the academy refuse to discuss publicly their 
own political allegiance and preconceived bias and function, many 
postbiblical feminists are prepared to relinquish their historical roots 
and their solidarity with women in biblical religion. Recognizing that 
androcentric Western language and patriarchal religion have 
"erased" women from history and made them "non-beings," such 
feminists argue that biblical religion (and theology) is sexist to the 
core. It is not retrievable for women, since it ignores women’s experi- 
ence, speaks of the godhead in male terms, legitimizes women’s sub- 
ordinate positions of powerlessness, and promotes male dominance 
and violence against women. Therefore, feminists must move beyond 
the boundaries of biblical religion and reject the patriarchal authority 
of biblical revelation. Revisionist interpretations of the Bible are at 
best a waste of time and at worst a legitimization of the prevailing 
sexism of biblical religion—therefore, a cooptation of women and the 
feminist movement. Feminist praxis is rooted in the religious experi- 
ence of contemporary women but does not derive its inspiration from 
the Christian past. 

Yet such a postbiblical feminist stance is in danger of becoming 
ahistorical and apolitical. It too quickly concedes that women have no 
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authentic history within biblical religion and too easily relinquishes 
women's feminist biblical heritage. Nor can such a stance do justice to 
the positive experiences of contemporary women within biblical reli- 
gion. It must either neglect the influence of biblical religion on 
women today or declare women's adherence to biblical religion as 
"false consciousness." Insofar as biblical religion is still influential 
today, a cultural and social feminist transformation of Western soci- 
ety must take into account the biblical story and the historical impact 
of the biblical tradition. Western women are not able to discard com- 
pletely and forget our personal, cultural, or religious Christian his- 
tory. We will either transform it into a new liberating future or con- 
tinue to be subject to its tyranny whether we recognize its power or 
not. 

Feminists cannot afford such an ahistorical or antihistorical stance 
because it is precisely the power of oppression that deprives people of 
their history. This is perceived by both black and Latin American 
theologians. In his book Roots, Alex Haley traces the history of his 
people from its slave days. He does so in the hope “that this story of 
our people can alleviate the legacies of the fact that preponderantly 
the histories are written by the winners.’” In a similar mode Gustavo 
Gutierrez states: 


Human history has been written by a white hand, a male hand, 
from the dominating social class. The perspective of the defeated 
in history is different. Attempts have been made to wipe from 
their minds the memories of their struggles. This is to deprive 
them of a source of energy, of an historical will to rebellion. !° 


Among feminists, artist Judy Chicago has underlined the importance 
of women's heritage as a source for women's power. She created the 
Dinner Party as a symbolic history of women's past “pieced together" 
from the scanty information gleaned from cultural-religious channels. 
She observes: 


Sadly most of the 1038 women included in the Dinner Party are 
unfamiliar, their lives and achievements unknown to most of us. 
To make people feel worthless, society robs them of their pride: 
this has happened to women. All the institutions of our culture 
tell us—through words, deeds and even worse silence—that we 
are insignificant. But our heritage is our power." 


Thus to reclaim early Christian history as women's own past and to 
insist that women's history is an integral part of early Christian histo- 
riography imply the search for roots, for solidarity with our foresis- 
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ters, and finally for the memory of their sufferings, struggles, and 
powers as women. 

If history in general, and early Christian history in particular, is one 
way in which androcentric culture and religion have defined women, 
then it must become a major object for feminist analysis. Such an 
analysis of history and the Bible must critically reveal patriarchal his- 
tory for what it is and, at the same time, reconstruct the history of 
women in early Christianity as a challenge to historical-religious pa- 
triarchy. Therefore, a feminist reconstruction of early Christian his- 
tory has not only a theoretical but also a practical goal: it aims at both 
cultural-religious critique and at reconstruction of women's history as 
women's story within Christianity. It seeks not just to undermine the 
legitimization of patriarchal religious structures but also to empower 
women in their struggle against such oppressive structures. In other 
words, a feminist reconstruction of early Christian beginnings seeks 
to recover the Christian heritage of women because, in the words of 
Judy Chicago, "our heritage is our power." 

Yet such a recovery of women’s history in early Christianity must 
not only restore women to history, it must also restore the history of 
Christian beginnings to women. It claims the Christian past as wom- 
en's own past, not just as a male past in which women participated 
only on the fringes or were not active at all. The New Testament 
sources provide sufficient indicators for such a history of early Chris- 
tian beginnings, since they mention that women are both followers of 
Jesus and leading members of the early Christian communities. More- 
over, in the second and third centuries Christianity was still defend- 
ing itself against the accusation that it was a religion of women and 
uncultured people. The task, therefore, involves not so much redis- 
covering new sources as rereading the available sources in a different 
key. The goal is an increase in "historical imagination." 

3.The debate between feminist "engaged" and androcentric aca- 
demic "neutral" scholarship indicates a shift in interpretative para- 
digms.'? Whereas traditional academic scholarship has identified hu- 
manness with maleness and understood women only as a peripheral 
category in the “human” interpretation of reality, the new field of 
women’s studies not only attempts to make “women’s” agency a key 
interpretative category but also seeks to transform androcentric schol- 
arship and knowledge into truly human scholarship and knowledge, 
that is, inclusive of all people, men and women, upper and lower 
classes, aristocracy and "common people," different cultures and 
races, the powerful and the weak. 
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Thomas Kuhn's notion of scientific paradigms and heuristic inter- 
pretative models? can help us to understand this shift in interpreta- 
tion and to map out a new feminist paradigm that has as its scientific 
goal an inclusive "human" reconstruction of early Christian history. 
According to Kuhn, a paradigm represents a coherent research tradi- 
tion created and sustained by a scientific community. A paradigm 
defines the type of problems to be researched, interpretations to be 
given, and interpretative systems to be constructed. Thus a scientific 
paradigm determines all aspects of scientific research: observations, 
theories and interpretative models, research traditions and exem- 
plars, as well as the philosophical-theoretical assumptions about the 
nature of the world and its total world view. All data and recorded 
observations are theory laden, no bare uninterpreted data and 
sources exist. Equally there are no criteria and research models that 
are not dependent on the scientific paradigm in which they were 
developed. 

The shift from an androcentric to a feminist interpretation of the 
world implies a revolutionary shift in scientific paradigm, a shift with 
far-reaching ramifications not only for the interpretation of the world 
but also for its change. Since paradigms determine how scholars see 
the world and how they conceive of theoretical problems, a shift from 
an androcentric to a feminist paradigm implies a transformation of 
the scientific imagination. It demands an intellectual conversion that 
cannot be logically deduced but is rooted in a change of patriarchal- 
social relationships. Such an intellectual conversion engenders a shift 
in commitment that allows the community of scholars to see old 
"data" in a completely new perspective. The debate between andro- 
centric scholarship and feminist scholarship does more than indicate 
the intellectual limitations of the scholars involved in the argument. 
In fact, it shows a competition between rival paradigms that may exist 
alongside each other in the phase of transition, but ultimately are 
exclusive of each other. 

According to Kuhn, such a transition can only be accomplished 
when the emerging paradigm has produced its own institutional 
structures and support-systems. While the androcentric paradigm of 
scholarship is rooted in the patriarchal institutions of the academy, 
the feminist paradigm has created its own institutional basis in the 
alternative institutions of women's centers, academic institutes, and 
study programs. Yet the patriarchial dependencies and hierarchical 
institutions of the academy guarantee structural perpetuation of the 
androcentric scientific paradigm. The issue is not just a problem of 
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feminist reconstruction of history and of a renaming of the world, but 
a fundamental change of both scholarship and the academy. Feminist 
studies are therefore primarily accountable to the women's move- 
ment for societal-ecclesial change rather than to the academy. Or in 
the words of Michelle Russel: 


The question is this: How will you refuse to let the academy 
separate the dead from the living, and then yourself declare alle- 
giance to life? As teachers, scholars, and students, how available 
will you make your knowledge to others as tools for their own 
liberation? This is not a call for mindless activism, but rather for 
engaged scholarship." 


While a critical feminist reconstruction of women's early Christian 
history is in the interest of all women who are affected by the influ- 
ence of biblical religion in Western societies, it nevertheless owes its 
special allegiance to Christian women of the present and of the past. 
In my opinion, feminist biblical scholarship and historical biblical 
scholarship share as their common hermeneutical perspective a criti- 
cal commitment to the Christian community and its traditions. Al- 
though historical-critical analysis of the Bible has developed over and 
against a doctrinal understanding of Scripture and has challenged 
clerical control of theology, it nevertheless has as its hermeneutical 
presupposition a theological engagement insofar as it operates theo- 
retically within the boundaries of the canon as well as institutionally 
within Christian schools of theology. The Bible is not just a document 
of past history but functions as Scripture in present day religious 
communities. Therefore, like women's studies, exegetical-biblical 
studies are by definition already "engaged." Insofar as biblical stud- 
ies are canonical studies they are conditioned by and related to their 
Sitz im Leben in the Christian past and present. Like feminist studies, 
historical-critical interpretations of the Bible cannot abstract from the 
presuppositions, commitments, beliefs, or cultural and institutional 
structures influencing the questions they raise and the models they 
choose for interpreting their data. Historical biblical studies, like his- 
torical studies in general, are a selective view of the past whose scope 
and meaning is limited not only by the extant sources and materials 
but also by the interests and perspectives of the present. 

Similarly feminist theology as a critical theology of liberation? has 
developed over and against symbolic androcentrism and patriarchal 
domination within biblical religion, while at the same time seeking to 
recover the biblical heritage of women for the sake of empowering 
women in the struggle for liberation. Feminist historical analyses, 
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therefore, share both the impetus of historical biblical studies and an 
explicit commitment to a contemporary group of people, women, 
who, either religiously or culturally, are impacted by the traditions of 
the Bible. Critical-historical analysis and a clearly specified commit- 
ment serve as the common ground between academic biblical scholar- 
ship and a feminist critical theology of liberation. The explorations of 
this book, therefore, begin with the hope that this common ground 
might engender a hermeneutical perspective and method for recon- 
structing early Christian history in such a way that it overcomes the 
chasm between historical-critical studies and the contemporary 
church of women. 

In order to theoretically move away from the pervasive biblical 
apologetics that has dominated the studies of women in the Bible, it is 
necessary to explore the roots and ramifications of this apologetics. 
The first section, therefore, will explore the impetus and implications 
that the discussion engendered by The Woman's Bible has had for the 
study of women in the Bible. This section also raises the theoretical 
problem of moving from androcentric biblical texts to their sociohis- 
torical contexts and attempts to chart the way from an androcentric- 
historical to a feminist-historical reconstruction. It therefore discusses 
the theoretical models developed for the reconstruction of early 
Christianity and analyzes their implications for the role of women in 
early Christian beginnings with a view to developing a feminist theo- 
retical model for such a reconstruction. Only after such extensive 
hermeneutical explorations in the first section of the book will it be 
possible in a second step to trace the development of early Christian 
origins as the liberation struggle of Christian women within the patri- 
archal society of the Greco-Roman world. 

While the reconstructive part of this book heavily relies on a tradi- 
tional historical-critical method of analysis sharpened by a "herme- 
neutics of suspicion," it was much more difficult to find an adequate 
approach for the hermeneutical and methodological explorations of 
the first section. In order to highlight the difficult questions involved I 
have settled on the mode of dialogue, discussion, and further elabo- 
ration of alternative biblical-theological and feminist-historical inter- 
pretations. In exploring different approaches and models, I was not 
so much interested in summarizing or delineating opposing intellec- 
tual positions and camps. Rather, I sought to find building blocks and 
road marks for constructing a feminist heuristic model. Such a critical 
theoretical exploration was necessary in order to avoid either manu- 
facturing the past by pressing it into a timeless feminist mold, or 
writing another collection of so-called data and facts on "Women in 


xxiv * IN MEMORY OF HER 


the Bible." What Paula Blanchard says in her conclusion to Margaret 
Fuller's biography could equally be said about the explorations of this 
first section of the book. 


Her achievement cannot be measured except in terms of the 
handicap under which she gained it. . . . But in carving a niche 
for herself on the enormous wall of resistance that faced her, she 
left a foothold for others.!6 


Friends who have read the manuscript have pointed out that the 
theoretical hermeneutical explorations of the book’s first section 
might discourage those readers who are not attuned to such discus- 
sions. They have therefore suggested that I place the first part at the 
end of the book and begin with the historical-exegetical explorations. 
Although such an editorial move might at first glance be reasonable, 
it would invite readers to swim before they have learned to probe the 
currents, eddies, and cliffs of the androcentric stream. I would sug- 
gest that readers who are lost in the theoretical-critical complexities of 
a feminist hermeneutics read the second and third parts’ constructive 
historical exploration; then, at their leisure, return to the probing of 
the first part, in order to check whether they have unconsciously 
pressed the text into their own preconceived theological or androcen- 
tric molds of perception. 

Feminist analysis and consciousness raising enables one to see the 
world and human lives, as well as the Bible and tradition, in a differ- 
ent light and with different "glasses." It has as its goal a new feminist 
engagement and way of life, a process traditionally called conversion. 
The discussions of the first part of the book seek to provide new 
lenses that enable one to read the biblical sources in a new feminist 
light, in order to engage in the struggle for women’s liberation in- 
spired by the Christian feminist vision of the discipleship of equals. 


NOTES 


1. For an extensive discussion of the exegetical literature, see Robert Holst, "The 
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435—46. 
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Chapter 1 


Toward a Feminist 
Critical Hermeneutics 


Te discuss the relationship between biblical-historical interpreta- 
tion and feminist reconstruction of women’s history in biblical 
times is to enter an intellectual and emotional minefield. One has to 
trace and lay bare the contradictions and tensions between historical 
exegesis and systematic-theological tenets, the reactions and emo- 
tions elicited by the prospect of "historical-critical" exegesis of the 
Bible, the relationship between academic work and political-societal 
forces and conditions, between so-called value-neutral scientific in- 
vestigation and "advocacy" scholarship. To attempt this unraveling 
of a complex theoretical and, at the same time, unconscious emo- 
tional situation entails by necessity simplifications and typifications of 
a complex and very difficult set of theoretical problems. 

To raise this complex set of historical, theoretical, and theological 
questions from a feminist theological perspective! is to expose oneself 
to double intellectual jeopardy. While women as a group share a 
common experience and while feminists are committed to the strug- 
gle for the liberation of women, the individual perception and inter- 
pretation of women’s experience of oppression, as well as the con- 
crete formulation of the values and goals for women’s liberation, vary 
considerably. When paradigm as a disciplinary matrix determines the 
acceptable theoretical models, permissible analogies, heuristic con- 
cepts that assign weight and priority to agreed on beliefs as well as 
organize diverse information, "facts," and "data" in a coherent in- 
terpretative framework, then it is obviously important to explore the 
theoretical models and heuristic concepts proposed by feminist schol- 
arship. Such models are not factual descriptions and literal pictures 
but imaginative theoretical constructs that help us to understand the 
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world and reality. Their main function is the correlation of a set of 
observations and the symbolic selection and accentuation of certain 
aspects of reality. Such interpretative models are heuristic devices for 
the interpreting of human and Christian historical reality. They pro- 
vide a framework within which a variety of approaches can be inte- 
grated. Such heuristic concepts developed within the feminist para- 
digm are, for instance, woman, femininity, androcentrism, or 
patriarchy. All these analytical categories are not clearly differentiated 
and are often used interchangeably. Yet it is necessary to explore their 
heuristic interpretative usefulness in reconstructing women's history 
in early Christianity. If, however, such a reconstruction has as its goal 
not only to restore women to history and history to women but also to 
transform and reconceptualize early Christian history, then it is also 
necessary to explore their interplay with biblical-historical theoretical 
approaches before an integrative heuristic model can be formulated. 


Models of Biblical Interpretation 


The formulation of a feminist historical hermeneutics? must not 
only trace the overall cultural shift from an androcentric to a feminist 
paradigm of reality construction and change, but must also discuss 
the theoretical models of biblical hermeneutics and their implications 
for the feminist cultural paradigm. Since the Bible as Holy Scripture is 
not only a historical book but also claims significance and authority 
for Christians today, theological scholarship has developed different 
theoretical approaches and models in order to do justice to this theo- 
retical tension between the theological and historical claims of the 
Bible. The same theoretical tension is also given in a feminist histori- 
cal reconstruction insofar as it is not antiquarian but committed to 
contemporary women and their struggle for liberation. It is necessary 
therefore to review the various theoretical models developed by bibli- 
cal historical scholarship.? 

The first model, which I will call the doctrinal approach, understands 
the Bible in terms of divine revelation and canonical authority. How- 
ever, it conceives of biblical revelation and authority in a-historical, 
dogmatic terms. In its most consistent forms it insists on the verbal 
inspiration and literal-historical inerrancy of the Bible. The biblical 
text is not simply a historical expression of revelation but revelation 
itself. It does not just communicate God's word but is the Word of 
God. As such it functions as norma normans non normata or first princi- 
ple. Its mode of procedure is to provide through proof-texts the ulti- 
mate theological authority or rationalization for a position already 
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taken. The general formula is: Scripture says, therefore. . . . The 
Bible teaches, therefore. . . . As Holy Scripture the Bible functions as 
an absolute oracle revealing timeless truth and definite answers to the 
questions and problems of all times. 

The second model, that of positivist historical exegesis, was devel- 
oped in confrontation with the dogmatic claims of Scripture and the 
doctrinal authority of the church. Its attack on the revelatory author- 
ity of Scripture is linked with an understanding of exegesis and histo- 
riography that is positivist, factual, objective, and value-free. Mod- 
eled after the rationalist understanding of the natural sciences, 
positivist historical interpretation seeks to achieve a purely objective 
reading of the texts and a scientific presentation of the historical 
"facts." According to James Barr, biblical fundamentalism combines 
this model with the first model by identifying theological truth and 
revelation with historical facticity.* 

Although historical-critical scholarship has moved away from such 
an objectivist-factual understanding of biblical texts, it still adheres to 
the dogma of value-neutral, detached interpretation. It often avoids 
articulating the implications and significance of its research because it 
does not want to be accused of pressing the biblical texts and “data” 
into a preestablished ideological mold. Although this scholarly de- 
tachment is historically understandable it is theoretically impossible. 

That latter insight was developed by the third model, that of 
dialogical-hermeneutical interpretation.» This model takes seriously the 
historical methods developed by the second model, while at the same 
time reflecting on the interaction between text and community, or 
text and interpreter. The methodological explorations of form and 
redaction criticism have demonstrated how much biblical writings are 
theological responses to pastoral-practical situations, while herme- 
neutical discussions have elaborated upon the involvement of the 
scholar in the interpretation of texts. However form- and redaction- 
critical studies have been criticized for conceptualizing the situation 
of the early Christian communities too much in terms of a confes- 
sional struggle. Therefore, the studies of the social world of the Bible 
stress that it does not suffice to reconstruct the ecclesial setting. Chris- 
tian community and life are always intertwined with cultural, politi- 
cal, and societal contexts. 

Hermeneutical discussion is concerned with establishing the mean- 
ing of biblical texts. Although the interpreter always approaches a 
historical text with specific contemporary experiences and questions, 
the scholar must attempt to become as free from preconceived under- 
standing of the texts as possible, even though it is impossible to 
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detach oneself completely from any preunderstanding. It is the sub- 
ject matter of the text, or the text as such, and not preconceived ideas 
or a presupposed situation that should determine the interpretation 
of biblical texts. 

At this point it becomes clear that in this third model dialogical 
interpretation is the governing factor. While form and redaction criti- 
cism elaborate how the early Christian communities and writers were 
in constant dialogue and argument with their "living tradition" and 
the problems of their communities, the hermeneutic circle continues 
the dialogic endeavor in the contemporary act of interpretation. 
Therefore, this hermenutical model can be combined with the neo- 
orthodox theological enterprise. Or as Schillebeeckx points out: 


The apparent point of departure is the presupposition that what 
is handed down in tradition, and especially the christian tradi- 
tion, is always meaningful, and that this meaning only has to be 
deciphered hermeneutically and made present and actual.” 


The fourth and last model of biblical interpretation is that of libera- 

tion theology. The various forms of liberation theology have challenged 
the so-called objectivity and value-neutrality of academic theology. 
[The basic insight of all liberation theologies, including feminist theol- | 
fogy, is the recognition that all theology, willingly or not, is by defini- 
[o always engaged for or against the oppressed.? Intellectual neu- 
‘trality i is not possible in a world of exploitation and oppression. If this 
is the case, then theology cannot talk about human existence in gen- 
eral or about biblical theology in particular without critically identify- 
ing those whose human existence is meant and about whose God the 
biblical symbols and texts speak. 

At this point it becomes necessary to inquire after the commitment 
of academic historical, theological scholarship. After freeing itself 
from the doctrinal infringements of ecclesiastical authority, it is in 
danger of falling prey to the interest of academic institutions that 
justify the status quo of the dominant political power structures. It 
tends to serve the interest of the dominant classes in society and 
church rather than to preserve its allegiance to God's people, espe- 
cially the poor and exploited women and men of all nations and races. 
Rather than seek its own theological integrity, biblical theological 
scholarship often unwittingly serves the political interests of the acad- 
emy which not only makes males normative subjects of scholarship 
but also serves theoretically to legitimize societal structures of op- 
pression. 
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The Woman’s Bible 


No one who is even remotely aware of the history of feminist 
biblical interpretation can deny that the scholarly discussion of 
“Women in the Bible" can be abstracted from its apologetic-political 
setting and function of legitimization. Whether the Bible is used in 
the trial of Anne Hutchinson (1637) or in the Vatican statement 
against the ordination of women (1977),? its function is the same, 
namely, the legitimization of societal and ecclesiastical patriarchy and 
of women's "divinely ordained place" in it. From the outset of the 
women's movement and even today, the Bible has played a key role 
in the argument against women's emancipation. When the Massa- 
chusetts Congregationalist clergy argued that the New Testament 
defines women's duties and sphere, Sarah Moore Grimké countered 
that the distinction between masculine and feminine virtues is one of 
the "antichristian ‘traditions of men.'"!? In 1854 at the Women's 
Rights Convention in Philadelphia the Reverend H. Grew maintained 
"that it was clearly the will of God that man should be superior in 
power and authority to women." In response, Mrs. Cutler from Illi- 
nois “skillfully turned every text he had quoted directly against the 
reverend gentleman, to the great amusement of the audience."'!! Yet 
the argument was not resolved in the last century. 

The debate surrounding The Woman's Bible, which appeared in 1895 
and 1898, may serve to highlight both the political conditions and 
hermeneutical implications of feminist biblical interpretation and the 
radical critical impact of feminist theology for the interpretative task. 
In her introduction to The Woman's Bible, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the 
initiator of the project, outlined two critical insights for a feminist 
theological hermeneutics: (1) The Bible is not a "neutral" book, but a 
political weapon against women's struggle for liberation. (2) This is so 
because the Bible bears the imprint of men who never saw or talked 
with God. 

1. Elizabeth Cady Stanton conceived of biblical interpretation as a 
political act. The following episode characterizes her own personal 
conviction of the negative impact of Christian religion on women's 
situation. She refused to attend a prayer meeting of suffragists that 
was opened by the singing of the hymn "Guide Us, O Thou Great 
Jehovah," by Isabella Beecher Hooker. Her reason was that Jehovah 
had "never taken any active part in the suffrage movement.’ Be- 
cause of her experience that Yahweh was not on the side of the 
oppressed, she realized the great political influence of the Bible. She, 
therefore, proposed to prepare a revision of the Bible which would 
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collect and interpret (with the help of "higher criticism") all state- 
ments referring to women in the Bible. She conceded, however, that 
she was not very successful in soliciting the help of women scholars 
because they were 


afraid that their high reputation and scholarly attainments might 
be compromised by taking part in an enterprise that for a time 
may prove very unpopular. Hence we may not be able to get help 
from that class. 1° 


And indeed, the project of The Woman's Bible proved to be very un- 
popular because of its political implications. Not only did some of the 
suffragists argue that such a project was either not necessary or politi- 
cally unwise, but the National American Woman's Suffrage Associa- 
tion formally rejected it as a political mistake. In the second volume, 
which appeared in 1898, Cady Stanton sums up this opposition: 
“Both friend and foe object to the title." She then replies with biting 
wit to the accusation of a clergyman that The Woman's Bible is "the 
work of women and the devil": 


This is a grave mistake. His Satanic Majesty was not to join the 
Revising Committee which consists of women alone. Moreover, 
he has been so busy of late years attending Synods, General 
Assemblies and Conferences, to prevent the recognition of 
women delegates, that he has no time to study the languages and 
"higher criticism.” 1 


Fundamentalist attacks, feminist polemics, and biblical apologetics 
still characterize many discussions of women in the Bible. However, 
this polemical quarrel surrounding the topic does not disqualify the 
topic but indicates how much impact the Bible still has on the struggle 
of women for liberation. While postbiblical feminists argue, for exam- 
ple, that the Pauline injunctions are a sign that Christian theology 
and faith were already sexist at a very early stage and that a revision- 
ist feminist interpretation is therefore doomed to failure, Christian 
apologists respond by defending Paul as "liberationist" — Paul's writ- 
ings correctly understood and interpreted support women's equality 
and dignity. Not the Pauline message but its patriarchal or feminist 
misrepresentation preaches the subjugation of women. The gist of 
the controversy is summed up in titles like "Paul the Apostle: Chau- 
vinist or Liberationist?" Others argue that the demand for the subor- 
dination of women must be understood as a demand for "revolution- 
ary subordination." Such subordination is a specific Christian form of 
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life determining all Christian relationships. Christians therefore must 
uphold the revealed truth of such subordination in the face of the 
modern heresy of egalitarianism so that women in the twenty-first 
century can live their revealed subordination.’ In order to rescue 
biblical texts from their feminist critics scholars do not hesitate even to 
put down women. 


Supporters of women’s lib have certainly not themselves gone to 
the New Testament, armed with the scholar’s tools to evaluate 
the Apostle’s words; they have rather accepted the portrait 
painted of Paul by the popular establishment church, in both its 
liberal and conservative dress. !° 


Much of the debate centers around the subordination injunctions in 
the Pauline literature. In order to defend Paul, exegetes claim that the 
apostle had to formulate the injunctions for subordination in order to 
protect women from the consequences of their own actions and to 
correct their misbehavior: 


Why should St. Paul so concern himself with unveiled women 
speaking in the assemblies? Obviously because they were upset- 
ting or giving scandal to some of the other members. . . . It is 
quite possible, then, that in insisting on the veil and silence (if 
14:34, 35 are originally Paul) he was protecting not only (patriar- 
chal) marriage but also those spirited women whose celebration 
of their freedom could have cost them dearly." 


Other interpreters attempt to defend Paul by “blaming the victim" 
when they stress that the pneumatic excesses of women and slaves 
provoked the injunctions for submission. These do not reestablish the 
patriarchal societal order within the church but insist on the order of 
creation. 


Part of the challenge of this material to the modern interpreter is 
to examine whether maintenance of sexual differentiation is actu- 
ally as opposed to the stress on equality as we have come to think 
under the pressure of current liberation movements. ! 


Previously, theologians established the inferior role of women with 
reference to their inferior nature. In the face of the feminist critique, 
contemporary scholars attempt to salvage the Pauline statements 
with the help of the "equal but different" argument, which is under- 
stood as the expression of “orthodox” anthropology. Paul, so it is 
argued, corrected the enthusiastic "illusion" of the women prophets 
in Corinth who might have adhered to “gnostic androgyny." 
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Another scholarly defense of Paul subtly downgrades the “femi- 
nist" question as “ahistorical” and thus inappropriate. 


It is really not my intention to put Paul on trial before a panel of 
NT scholars to debate whether he is 30%, 75% or 100% a feminist. 
After all these are criteria that have emerged from our present 
situation. To attempt simply to judge Paul by such standards 
seems to me anachronistic and a waste of time.” 


In order to excuse Paul this defense of Paul is unwilling to raise the 
historical question as to whether Paul's argument is directed against 
Christian women who did not accept the patriarchal order and theol- 
ogy of their time. Moreover, the statement implies that feminism as 
the struggle for women's liberation from patriarchy is just a very 
modern invention, overlooking the discoveries made by students of 
antiquity regarding the relative emancipation of women in the Greco- 
Roman world. 

Even Frank and Evelyn Stagg feel the need to take sides with Paul 
by implicitly criticizing the feminist movement for its critique of patri- 
archal marriage: 


Probably the major danger today in our awakening concern for 
the freedom and rights of woman is precisely where Paul en- 
countered it—the threat to morals and to structures. Freedom is 
more easily claimed and proclaimed than exercised responsibly. 
. . . With a partial recovery today of this perspective on woman 
is its obvious threat to structures, in particular the family.?? 


This sample of the "defense of Paul" in modern exegesis indicates not 
only the androcentric character of scholarly interpretation of Scripture 
but also its patriarchal function. In order to maintain the authority of 
the Pauline texts supporting women's subordination, exegetes are 
prepared to justify Paul at any cost. 

Such scholarly apologetics overlook the fact, however, that the task 
of the historian is not the theological justification of Paul but the 
rediscovery of the life and practice of the early Christian communi- 
ties. In reconstructing the Christian past scholars no longer can re- 
main ignorant of the political implications of their theoretical models 
and explanations. To introduce "sexual differentiation" as an inter- 
pretative category requires a knowledge of the feminist critique of 
such a category.? Otherwise scholars will not be able to convince 
feminists that their interest in the Christian past is historical-critical 
and does not just serve theological apologetics. 
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Feminists in turn tend to evade the quarrel on women in the Bible 
either because of lack of scholarly interest or a deep alienation from 
biblical religion. They suspect the feminism of a revisionist biblical 
interpretation and do not recognize its political implications. Yet the 
political reasons which Cady Stanton gave for a corrective feminist 
interpretation of the Bible are still valid today, as the great influence 
of the Moral Majority documents.” Cady Stanton outlined three ar- 
guments why a scholarly and feminist interpretation of the Bible is 
politically necessary. 


i. Throughout history and especially today the Bible is used to 
keep women in subjection and to hinder their emancipation. 

ii. Not only men but especially women are the most faithful be- 
lievers in the Bible as the word of God. Not only for men but 
also for women the Bible has a numinous authority. 

iii. No reform is possible in one area of society if it is not advanced 
also in all other areas. One cannot reform the law and other 
cultural institutions without also reforming biblical religion 
which claims the Bible as Holy Scripture. Since “all reforms are 
interdependent,” a critical feminist interpretation is a necessary 
political endeavor, although it might not be opportune. If femi- 
nists think they can neglect the revision of the Bible because 
there are more pressing political issues, then they do not recog- 
nize the political impact of Scripture upon the churches and 
society, and also upon the lives of women. 


2. Cady Stanton's edition of The Woman's Bible was opposed not 
only because it was politically inopportune but also because of its 
radical hermeneutic perspective which expanded and replaced the 
main apologetic argument of other suffragists that the true message 
of the Bible was obstructed by the translations and interpretations 
of men. Sarah Moore Grimké had "entered her protest against the 
false translations of some passages by the MEN who did that work, 
and against the perverted interpretations of the MEN who undertook 
to write commentaries thereon. I am inclined to think when we are 
admitted to the honor of studying Greek and Hebrew we shall pro- 
duce some various readings of the Bible, a little different from those 
we have now.'"? And Mrs. Cutler had announced: "The time has 
come for woman to read and interpret Scripture for herself," while 
Lucretia Mott argued, "We have been so long pinning our faith on 
other people's sleeves that we ought to begin examining these things 
daily ourselves, to see whether they are so; and we should find in 
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comparing text with text that a very different construction might be 
put on them.” Frances Willard continues this line of reasoning 
when she argues against the radical hermeneutics of The Woman's 
Bible that it is not the biblical message but only its contemporary 
androcentric interpretation that preaches the subjugation of women: 


I think that men have read their own selfish theories into the 
book, that theologians have not in the past sufficiently recog- 
nized the progressive quality of its revelation nor adequately dis- 
criminated between its records of history and its principles of 
ethics and religion.” 


Cady Stanton would agree that the scholarly interpretations of the 
Bible are male inspired and need to be "depatriarchalized." Yet it was 
exactly her critical insight that the Bible is not just misunderstood or 
badly interpreted, but that it can be used in the political struggle 
against women's suffrage because it is patriarchal and androcentric. 
Over and against the doctrinal understanding of verbal inspiration of 
the Bible as the direct word of God, she stresses that the Bible is 
written by men and reflects the male interests of its authors. "The 
only point in which I differ from all ecclesiastical teaching is that I do 
not believe that any man ever saw or talked with God.'?6 While the 
churches claimed that the degrading ideas about women and the 
patriarchal injunctions for their submission stem from God, she main- 
tains that all these degrading texts emanated from the heads of men. 
By treating the Bible as a human work and not as a fetish, and by 
denying divine inspiration to the negative biblical statements about 
women, she claims her committee has shown more reverence for God 
then have the clergy or the church. Scholars do not draw out the 
implications of historical-scientific interpretation for the understand- 
ing of the biblical teachings on women because of their theological 
interests in maintaining patriarchal interpretations of Christian faith: 


The "Woman's Bible" comes to the ordinary reader like a real 
benediction. It tells her the good Lord did not write the Book; 
that the garden scene is a fable; that she is in no way responsible 
for the laws of the Universe. The Christian scholars and scientists 
will not tell her this, for they see she is the key to the situation. 
Take the snake, the fruit tree and the woman from the tableau, 
and we have no fall, no frowning Judge, no Inferno, no everlast- 
ing punishment,—hence no need of a Savior. Thus the bottom 
falls out of the whole Christian theology. Here is the reason why 
in all the Biblical researches and memor criticism, the scholars 
never touch the position of women.? 
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Yet despite her radical critique Cady Stanton maintains that some of 
the Bible’s religious and ethical principles are still valid today. For 
example, the love commandment and the golden rule are such teach- 
ings. Therefore, she concludes that the Bible cannot be accepted or 
rejected as a whole, since its teachings and lessons differ greatly from 
each other. Neither a total rejection nor a total acceptance of the Bible 
is called for. Instead, every biblical passage on women must be care- 
fully analyzed and evaluated for its androcentric implications. 

In conclusion: In the face of the biblical opponents of the women’s 
movement in the last century, Elizabeth Cady Stanton advocated an 
investigation of all the biblical passages on woman in terms of 
“higher” exegetical criticism. Her results and methods therefore cor- 
respond with the state of biblical-historical studies of her time. In her 
autobiography Cady Stanton explains that she initiated the project 
because she had heard so many "conflicting opinions about the Bible, 
some saying it taught woman's emancipation, and some her subjec- 
tion." Since she wanted to know what the "actual" teachings of the 
Bible were, The Woman's Bible took the form of a scientific commentary 
on the biblical passages speaking about woman. This exegetical- 
topical approach has dominated and still dominates scholarly re- 
search and popular discussion of "Woman in the Bible.'?5 This dis- 
cussion clearly remained within the parameters set by the first two 
interpretative models, the doctrinal and historical factual model, al- 
though the impetus and force of the discussion reflects the political 
dimensions of the liberation model. 

The major result of the discussion, however, is Cady Stanton's 
insight that the biblical text is androcentric and that men have put 
their stamp on biblical revelation. The Bible is not just interpreted 
from a male perspective, as some feminists argued. Rather, it is man- 
made because it is written by men and is the expression of a patriar- 
chal culture. Cady Stanton and her coauthors thus confirm the gen- 
eral tenet of historical-critical scholarship that divine revelation is 
articulated in historically limited and culturally conditioned human 
language. But feminist interpretation particularizes and relativizes 
the Bible even more by specifying that biblical language is male lan- 
guage and that the cultural conditions and perspectives of the Bible 
are that of patriarchy. In doing so it resorts to the third model of 
biblical interpretation which stresses the interaction between text and 
situation. This hermeneutic-contextual model has not only estab- 
lished the canon of Scripture as the pluriform root model of Christian 
communities, but also has shown that the Bible includes often contra- 
dictory responses and that therefore not all biblical statements have 
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equal truth claim and authority. In order to sift out such truth this 
model of interpretation must resort, however, to the doctrinal model 
by appealing to the teaching authority of the church or to the "canon" 
within the canon. 


The Neo-Orthodox Model of Feminist Interpretation 


The historical-critical understanding of the canon as a collection of 
very different, often contradictory writings and cultural expressions 
has not only underlined the context and conditions of revelation but 
also engendered the need for formulating criteria for the theological 
evaluation and appropriation of diverse biblical teachings and tradi- 
tions.? Since Christian faith and tradition are always intertwined 
with their cultural, political, and societal contexts and language, it 
does not suffice merely to interpret and understand the biblical text. 
One must also define theologically what constitutes the true word of 
God and the heart of the Christian message. 

The theological search for the "canon within the canon" has at- 
tempted to formulate the criterion for appropriating the Bible along 
philosophical-dogmatic (cf. the "principles of religion" mentioned by 
Willard) and historical-textual lines. Some theologians distinguish be- 
tween revelatory essence and historical accident, timeless truth and 
culturally conditioned language, constant tradition and changing tra- 
ditions. When such a canon within the canon is formulated along the 
lines of the textual-hermeneutic approach, scholars juxtapose Jesus 
and Paul, Pauline theology and early Catholicism, the historical Jesus 
and the kerygmatic Christ, the Jesus of history and the earliest tradi- 
tions about Jesus, Hebrew and Greek thought, Christian message and 
Jewish-Greco-Roman influence. 

Since for much of Protestant theology— which has developed the 
neo-orthodox canon within the canon discussion—the heart of the 
Christian message is the Pauline gospel, much discussion of the New 
Testament teaching about women focuses on the interpretation of 
Pauline texts, especially the Pauline subordination passages which 
present a special problem. Much of the scholarly discussion concen- 
trates on these passages in order to maintain Paul's theological rele- 
vance for today. Widely accepted historical-critical means for solving 
the problem are explanations based on tradition criticism, source criti- 
cism, or text criticism. In this way the subordination passages in 
Colossians, Ephesians, 1 Peter, and the Pastorals can be classified as 
deutero-Pauline statements, and 1 Cor 11:2-16 and 14:33-36 can be 
seen as post-Pauline interpolations. As secondary textual additions 
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they represent the theology of early Catholicism but do not reflect the 
genuine theology of Paul. 

Since liberation theology seeks to enlist the Bible on the side of the 
oppressed, it is in danger of aligning itself too quickly with the meth- 
ods and interests of the neo-orthodox doctrinal model, and in so 
doing fails to explore sufficiently the function of the Bible in the 
oppression of the poor or of women. This neo-orthodox hermeneutics 
can be described with Peter Berger as an attempt “to absorb the full 
impact of the relativizing perspective but nevertheless to posit an 
‘Archimedean point’ in a sphere immune to relativization.'^?? 

Thus, Letty Russell's book on liberation theology in a feminist per- 
spective illustrates this alignment with neo-orthodox theology in or- 
der to develop a feminist theological hermeneutics. She maintains 
that the conflict between feminism and biblical religion stems from a 
misunderstanding of biblical religion. With God's salvific action in the 
world as her starting point, she distinguishes among Tradition, tradi- 
tion, and traditions. 


Tradition is not a block of content to be carefully guarded by 
authorized hierarchies, but a dynamic action of God's love which 
is to be passed on to others of all sexes and races.?! 


Tradition refers to the total traditioning-process, while the tradition 
refers to Christ as the content of the traditioning-process. Traditions 
in turn are the facts and patterns constituting church history. Since 
the biblical message was addressed to a patriarchal society, the form of 
the biblical promise is situation-variable and relative to its patriarchal 
culture. Patriarchal imagery and androcentric language are the form 
but not the content of the biblical message. Since the content of the 
tradition is Christ, feminist theology must make clear "that Christ's 
work was not first of all that of being a male but that of being the new 
human." ?? 

Thus the distinction between form and content, theological essence 
and historical variable, language and divine action, makes it possible 
to develop a feminist biblical hermeneutics that can acknowledge the 
patriarchal language of the Bible without conceding its patriarchal 
content. However, it can do so only by declaring a theological state- 
ment (God's redemptive and liberating activity in Jesus Christ) as the 
essence of biblical revelation and by relegating the concrete biblical 
texts to historically relative form. For instance, the Pauline subordina- 
tion statements are, according to Russell, situation-variable and 
therefore script but not Scripture, because Paul still "recognized that 
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the Tradition was handed over into the hands of both men and 
women.” The methodological problem of course remains. How can 
one distinguish between script and Scripture, if the formal element is 
the culturally conditioned historical text, while the posited "Archime- 
dean point" is an abstract theological principle and transhistorical 
symbol expressed in historically contingent and thus variable lan- 
guage? In other words, can content and language, form and essence 
be distinguished in such a way that the historically contingent form 
becomes the mere container for its transhistorical, theological content 
or essence? 

Even more far-reaching for a feminist history of liberation is the 
distinction between the usable and unusable past. Russell recognizes 
that the oppressed either do not have a past or are invisible in the 
records of the historical victors. Yet, significantly enough, Russell 
does not distinguish between a past of victimization and violence on 
the one hand and experiences of liberation on the other. She does not 
need to do so because she considers only people's "bondage to them- 
selves and to their historical situation," without discussing whether 
the Christian tradition might have legitimized and perpetuated this 
bondage. Therefore, in discussing feminist theology's "threat to tra- 
dition" she can state: 


Liberation theology is a threat to these traditions because they 
need to be challenged when they perpetuate a past that is unusa- 
ble to a particular group of Christians.“ 


Curiously enough, although Russell's analysis is proposed as a libera- 
tionist analysis, it does not consider the political structures of the past 
and present that perpetuate violence against women. Therefore it 
cannot explore the function of the Bible in the historical oppression of 
Western women. Moreover, the historical agents of her story of the 
past are not women but God giving over Christ to all peoples. An 
absolute theological principle has become the hermeneutical key for 
biblical interpretation. 

Similarly, in a recent debate with the women's spirituality move- 
ment Rosemary Radford Ruether has joined Letty Russell in the 
search for a "usable" past. If I understand her correctly, she seems to 
move from her previously dominant interpretative model of cultural- 
ecclesial-sexual dualism to a critical hermeneutics of culture. Al- 
though Ruether does not fully develop this biblical hermeneutics, it is 
possible to trace the main elements of her interpretative proposal. 
Unfortunately she develops this proposal over and against the sepa- 
ratist interpretations of Wicca. This polemic obscures the hermeneuti- 
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cal feminist issues at stake. It unnecessarily supports a misreading of 
her own cultural hermeneutics as another sophisticated apologetics of 
the Christian tradition. 

In suggesting a methodology for the feminist critique of culture 
Ruether points to two presuppositions. On the one hand, she ac- 
knowledges that all inherited culture has been male biased and sexist. 
On the other hand, she maintains that all significant works of culture 
have not only legitimized sexism but also done something else. “They 
have been responding to the fears of death, estrangement, and op- 
pression and the hopes for life, reconciliation and liberation of hu- 
manity."? Although they have articulated this response in male 
terms, women can discover this critical element in male culture and 
transform it so that it says "things it never said before." 

Proceeding from this rather generalized principle of cultural critique, 
Ruether identifies the prophetic-messianic traditions of the Bible as 
such critical or liberating traditions. She claims that the Bible is writ- 
ten from the perspective of the people and not for the legitimization 
of worldly power. The biblical God vindicates the oppressed, and the 
God-language of the Bible tends to "destabilize" the existing social 
order. Although in apocalypticism this social-prophetic criticism with 
its vision of salvation "gradually loses its base in social hope alto- 
gether and becomes otherworldly,” this critical prophetic tradition 
is also found in the New Testament. Ruether, however, is forced to 
concede that this critical prophetic tradition did not explicitly apply 
itself to the women’s question either in the history of Israel or in 
Christianity. Nevertheless, she argues that women today can apply it 
to the feminist quest. "In sum, it is not some particular statements 
about women's liberation, but rather the critical pattern of prophetic 
thought, that is the usable tradition for feminism in the Bible.'^7 

At this point the neo-orthodox implications of Ruether's hermeneu- 
tical proposal become apparent. Not only does she draw a rather 
idealized picture of the biblical and prophetic traditions but also she 
overlooks the oppressive androcentric elements of these traditions. 
Because she does not analyze the classical prophetic tradition as a 
historical phenomenon, but uses it rather as an abstract critical inter- 
pretative pattern, she does not consider its patriarchal polemics and 
repression of the cult of the Goddess. Rather, she simply postulates 
that as a social-critical tradition the prophetic traditions can be used in 
the interest of feminism. Without question this is the case, but we are 
not told how and in what way feminist theology can transform this 
social-critical androcentric tradition into a feminist liberating tradition 
and use it to its own ends. 
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What makes a social-critical tradition feminist? Can we simply as- 
sume that social-critical traditions are feminist traditions? Feminist 
critics of the prophetic Israelite tradition have pointed to its devalua- 
tion and suppression of Goddess worship among Israelite women (cf. 
Jer 44:15-19) as well as to its transference of the patriarchal marriage 
pattern to the covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel, in 
which Israel is seen not only as the dependent virgin and wife but 
also as the unfaithful harlot.?? Postbiblical feminist objections against 
the prophetic tradition—that it eliminates the divine female symbol 
as well as perpetuates the patriarchal subordination of women—must 
be dealt with critically from a historical perspective before feminist 
theologians can claim the prophetic traditions as "liberating" for 
women. A feminist biblical hermeneutics must take seriously the his- 
torical-patriarchal elements of the prophetic traditions in order to set 
free their liberating social-critical impulses for the struggle for 
women. It must retrieve them in and through a feminist critical analy- 
sis rather than elevate them to an abstract interpretative principle or 
criterion. Feminist theology, however, cannot assume without any 
question that the revelatory "surplus" of the social-critical prophet 
tradition is a feminist liberating one. In order to delineate the emanci- 
patory impulses of this tradition it is necessary to explore its oppres- 
sive components. 

Moreover, a biblical feminist hermeneutics should not be devel- 
oped over and against postbiblical feminist objections to the Bible but 
must learn from them in order to come to a fuller understanding of 
the liberating biblical impulses for women's struggle against patriar- 
chal biblical sexism. In a brilliant essay, "Why Women Need the 
Goddess," Carol Christ has elaborated on the Goddess as the symbol 
of women's power, freedom, and independence. 


The simplest and most basic meaning of the symbol of Goddess is 
the acknowledgment of the legitimacy of female power as a be- 
neficent and independent power. A woman who echoes Ntosake 
Shange's dramatic statement, “I found God in myself and I loved 
her fiercely" is saying "Female power is strong and creative." 
She is saying that the divine principle, the saving and sustaining 
power, is in herself, that she will no longer look to men or male 
figures as saviors.” 


While I agree with Ruether that the quest for women's power, inde- 
pendence, and freedom cannot be solely nor even primarily formu- 
lated in terms of personal-individualist and biological female power 
but has to be social-political, I concur with Carol Christ that at the 
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heart of the spiritual feminist quest is the quest for women’s power, 
freedom, and independence. Is it possible to read the Bible in such a 
way that it becomes a historical source and theological symbol for 
such power, independence, and freedom? In answering this question 
we cannot, in my opinion, resort to an “Archimedean point’’—be it 
Tradition with capital T or "prophetic-messianic traditions" as the 
revelatory or hermeneutic key for the scores of relative oppressive 
traditions and texts of the Bible. In the last analysis, reduction of the 
Bible to the prophetic-messianic tradition on the one hand and the 
concomitant reduction of this tradition to an abstract dehistoricized 
critical key on the other hand indicates that Ruether's hermeneutical 
proposal is more neo-orthodox than she perceives it to be. It serves 
more to rescue biblical religion from its feminist critics than to de- 
velop a feminist historical hermeneutics that could incorporate 
Wicca's feminist spiritual quest for women’s power.*? 

Although Phyllis Trible focuses on the biblical text and rejects any 
attempt to separate text and tradition, form and content methodologi- 
cally, she nevertheless shares with Russell and Ruether an under- 
standing of the hermeneutic process that is rooted in neo-orthodox 
theology. While Russell and Ruether focus on the tradition, Phyllis 
Trible insists on the structure of the biblical text. While Russell and 
Ruether employ the metaphor of the "usable past," and therefore 
reify the biblical tradition, Trible personifies the text. Her key meta- 
phor is repeated in the beginning and conclusion of her work: "The 
Bible is a pilgrim wandering through history to merge past and 
present."* But as opposed to Russell, Trible advocates an explicit 
feminist hermeneutics: "Moving across cultures and centuries, then, 
the Bible informed a feminist perspective, and correspondingly, a 
feminist perspective enlightened the Bible.” Whereas according to 
Letty Russell’s hermeneutical proposal, God acts through Christ 
throughout the centuries, and this salvific mission is within the cul- 
turally variable form of traditions, for Trible the voice of God is ulti- 
mately identical with the biblical text. In order to find out the inten- 
tion of God the biblical exegete must "listen" to and interpret the text 
as accurately as possible. Therefore, she chooses as her interpretative 
method rhetorical criticism that concentrates on the movement of the 
text rather than on extrinsic historical factors. Thus the exegete be- 
comes a partner in the pilgrimage of the text through the centuries. 
Such an understanding of interpretation as a "participation in the 
movement of the text"? allows her to get hold of the theological 
meaning of the text, because “proper analysis of form yields proper 
articulation of meaning.” ^ 


20 - IN MEMORY OF HER 


Though in her article on "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Traditions” 
her indebtedness to the neo-orthodox distinction between biblical 
faith and biblical relgion serves as her explicit hermeneutical princi- 
ple, her book itself is much more cautious. Her article concludes: “In 
various ways they [the discussed texts and themes] demonstrate a 
depatriarchalizing principle at work in the Bible. Departriarchalizing 
is not an operation which the exegete performs on the text. It is a 
hermeneutic operating within Scripture itself. We expose it; we do 
not impose it."^ The conclusion of her book restates this hermeneuti- 
cal position. However, when pointing out that the Bible itself pro- 
claims “that faith has lost female imagery and motifs" and summing 
up her results, she is forced to concede: 


Moreover, it uncovered neglected traditions to reveal counter- 
voices within a patriarchal document. It did not, however, elimi- 
nate the male dominated character of scripture; such a task 
would have been both impossible and dishonest. [emphasis 
added]* 


Trible recognizes feminism as a clue between the text and the world, 
the text and its historical context. She defines feminism explicitly not 
as "a narrow focus on women” but rather as a "critique of culture in 
light of misogyny."? However, she does not engage in such a femi- 
nist critique of Scripture's misogynist stamp and character as a docu- 
ment of patriarchal culture because her method allows her to abstract 
the text from its cultural-historical context. If “historical background, 
archeological data, compositional history, authorial intention, socio- 
logical setting or theological motivation" are extrinsic to interpreta- 
tion and only a "supplement" to the textual understanding of the 
biblical interpreter, then feminist analysis as a cultural critique can 
really not inform her work. Patriarchal culture and patriarchal reli- 
gion need not be addressed because they are extrinsic to the meaning 
of the biblical text for today. Trible therefore never raises the question 
of whether the female imagery and traditions about women are really 
feminist "countervoices" or whether they are only remnants of the 
patriarchal repression of the Goddess and of women's religious 
powers. Since she focuses on the text and its interpretations, she also 
does not raise the political implications of biblical interpretation. 

Of course, for such a biblical interpretation, executed in terms of 
the New Literary Criticism, androcentric language must be a major 
problem and obstacle. Nevertheless, Trible skirts this problem and 
addresses it only in a footnote. Although her method is based on the 
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tenet that "form and content are inseparable” and that the text is "an 
organic unity,” she nevertheless claims that the grammatical gender 
of the masculine pronouns for God decides "neither sexuality nor 
theology"; at the same time, she concedes that "masculine pronouns 
reinforce a male image of God, an image that obscures, even obliter- 
ates, female metaphors for deity." At this point her combination of a 
feminist hermeneutics as "cultural critique in the light of misogy- 
nism" with a neo-orthodox hermeneutics that "encompasses explica- 
tion, understanding, and application from past to present" breaks 
down. 


As yet, however, I do not know how to resolve the dilemma 
posed by grammatical gender for deity in the scriptures them- 
selves, since translation must answer to both grammatical accu- 
racy and interpretative validity.” 


This last concession indicates that a feminist hermeneutics of Scrip- 
ture must incorporate not only a cultural but also a theological cri- 
tique. It also suggests that a method divorcing the language and text 
of the Bible from its socio-cultural patriarchal conditions cannot pro- 
vide a model for the reconstruction of women’s history as members of 
biblical religion. Moreover, a biblical theology that does not seriously 
confront “the patriarchal stamp" of the Bible and its religious-political 
legitimization of the patriarchal oppression of women is in danger of 
using a feminist perspective to rehabilitate the authority of the Bible, 
rather than to rehabilitate women’s biblical history and theological 
heritage. 


The Feminist Sociology of Knowledge Model 


While the feminist neo-orthodox model attempts to isolate the lib- 
erating Tradition from the androcentric-patriarchal texts of the Bible, 
to distill the feminist kerygmatic essence from its culturally condi- 
tioned androcentric expressions, and to separate social-critical pro- 
phetic traditions from the patriarchal oppressive biblical traditions, 
the "androcentric" feminist model” seeks, with the help of the sociol- 
ogy of knowledge,?! to move from the reading of androcentric texts to 
the construction of a life-center that generates new cultural texts, 
traditions, and mythologies. According to the androcentric theoreti- 
cal model this Lebenszentrum (life-center) of the biblical texts and tradi- 
tions are men. If all cultural texts and constructs of reality are andro- 
centric, then it is not possible to isolate a feminist textual or cultural 
tradition. Rather, it becomes necessary to create a new feminist life- 
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center that will generate new constructions of reality and new visions 
of life. 

Although Mary Daly is neither a biblical nor historical scholar, her 
work must be analyzed here, since it represents the most consistent 
combination of the feminist critique of the androcentric model (which 
she labels phallocentric) with a sociology of knowledge analysis. Al- 
though she frequently uses patriarchy as her key analytical concept, 
her concern with "authentic being" indicates that she operates within 
the boundaries of the existentialist androcentric model formulated by 
Simone de Beauvoir.? While Daly would reject any attempt to use 
feminist analytical method and categories without also sharing in the 
feminist perspective, she comes close to Trible in her understanding 
of language, although she would insist that the patriarchal matrix of 
all language must be considered. Ultimately, this understanding that 
androcentric language as the medium of patriarchal interpretation is 
the message must lead her to the rejection not only of all biblical but 
of all cultural androcentric texts. A systemic analysis of the patriarchal 
documents of biblical religion can only produce a reconstruction of 
the biblical projection of reality as androcentric and patriarchal. 

In her post-Christian introduction to the new edition of her book, 
The Church and the Second Sex, she categorically states: The medium is 
the message. In that book she had adopted Simone de Beauvoir's 
model of androcentrism in order to construct a revisionist feminist 
Catholic theology. In her post-Christian introduction to the new edi- 
tion she combines this theoretical model of androcentrism with a 
sociology of knowledge analysis. It is the existential feminist "leap 
into freedom" that constitutes her new theoretical life-center. There- 
fore, she no longer can acknowledge the history of the revisionist 
Mary Daly as part of her own self-identity but relegates it to prehis- 
tory. 
In The Church and the Second Sex, Daly made a hermeneutical move 
similar to that made by neo-orthodox feminist hermeneutics. For ex- 
ample, after attempting various apologetic explanations and justifica- 
tions of the Pauline injunctions for women's subordination, she con- 
cludes her argument: 


It is not surprising that Paul did not see the full implications of 
this transcendence. There is an unresolved tension between the 
personalist Christian message and the restrictions and compro- 
mises imposed by the historical situation. . . . Those who have 
benefited from the insights of a later age have the task of distin- 
guishing elements which are sociological in origin from the life- 
fostering, personalist elements which pertain essentially to the 
Christian message.” 
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In her post-Christian introduction, Daly rejects this interpretative 
move to distinguish between the essence of the biblical message and 
the accidents of cultural-sociological expression, between the core of 
Christian truth and “the ideas arising from social conditioning.” In an 
imaginary conversation Daly remonstrates with Daly: 


"Professor Daly," I would say, "don't you realize that where 
myths are concerned the medium is the message? Don't you see 
that efforts of biblical scholars to re-interpret texts, even though 
they may be correct within a certain restricted perspective, can- 
not change the overwhelmingly patriarchal character of the bibli- 
cal tradition. Moreover, this ‘modern’ historical accuracy about 
details has often been associated with an apologetic zeal that 
overlooks patriarchal religion's function of legitimating patri- 
archy.'?* 


This statement indicates her theoretical indebtedness to a sociology 
of knowledge approach insofar as she understands the function of 
religion as legitimization of the patriarchal order, that is, as "world 
maintenance." Such a maintenance of the status quo in religious le- 
gitimization "interprets the order of the universe" and "relates the 
disorder that is the antithesis of all socially constructed nomoi to that 
yawning abyss of chaos that is the oldest antagonist of the sacred." 
In such a methodological approach language, as interpretation and 
legitimization, is the key concept in the social construction of reality. 
The maintenance of the existing patriarchal order by religion, as well 
as the new construction of world by feminism, happens in and 
through language and interpretation. 

This methodological approach enables Daly to restate more fully 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton's insight that the Bible is a product of men 
and of patriarchal society. The androcentric or phallocentric language 
system of the Christian tradition is not accidental to biblical religion 
but serves to maintain the sacred patriarchal order. A systemic femi- 
nist analysis like that provided by Neusner confirms this conten- 
tion.” Women in turn have had the "power of naming" stolen from 
them. "The courage to be logical —the courage to name—would re- 
quire that we admit to ourselves that males are the originators, con- 
trollers, and legitimators of patriarchy.'?" Therefore, feminist inter- 
pretation of Christian texts and traditions cannot use a method of 
"correlation" but rather requires a "method of liberation." 

Such a method of liberation, according to Daly, involves not only a 
"castrating" of patriarchal language and symbols but also a "break- 
through to new semantic fields." ^* Her book Gyn/Ecology is concerned 
less with the critical analysis of patriarchal theological symbols than 
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with demonstrating how androcentric language and scholarship have 
"erased" women from consciousness. Through semantic, etymologi- 
cal, and structural analysis she not only seeks to "invent" a new 
language for women in "feminist Time/Space" but also to uncover 
Goddess-murder and gynocide as the "systematic erasure of 
women." She discusses such disparate atrocities as Indian suttee, 
African genital mutilation, European witchhunt, American gynecol- 
ogy, and Chinese footbinding as sado-ritual reenactments of the 
Goddess-murder. Phallocentric language is the manifestation of such 
sado-rituals: 


The fact that patriarchal scholarship is an extension and continu- 
ation of Sado-Ritual is manifested often unwittingly and wit- 
lessly—by its language. This language betrays, or rather loyally 
and faithfully displays, the fact that "authorities" are apologists 
for atrocities.’ 


Yet a careful reading of the book suggests the opposite conclusion. 
Daly's history of women's oppression in patriarchy is conceptualized 
in terms of androcentric language and scholarship because in history 
women were despised, deprived, exploited, tortured, and killed but 
not "erased." It is the androcentric language and sociology of knowl- 
edge model that erases the history of patriarchal atrocities as women's 
history, in which women were suffering, collaborating, and strug- 
gling for liberation. 

As aliens oppressed in a patriarchal world, feminist women are 
called “to name—that is to create—our own world." Since language 
and naming is so central for Daly's feminist approach, such a re- 
creation of the world happens first of all within the consciousness and 
language of individuals, within the Self: 


The reign of healing is within the Self, within the Selves seen by 
the Self and seeing the Self. The remedy is not to turn back but to 
become in a healing environment, the Self, and to become the 
healing environment.” 


For Daly, feminist consciousness implies such a "qualitative leap" 
that the Daly of the post-Christian introduction can characterize the 
author of The Church and the Second Sex as someone "who was not an 
astronaut before it was possible to become one." However, it must be 
pointed out that in the ensuing ten years between the two editions of 
the book no such qualitative leap in social-political transformation of 
patriarchal society or religion has been realized. Such a qualitative 
leap has only taken place in the consciousness of some individuals. 
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Her hermeneutical-methodological approach, therefore, allows 
Daly to explore the feminist construction of world in language and in 
the consciousness of individuals, yet it does not focus on concrete 
social-political structures of oppression. Her "structuralist" analysis 
of sado-ritual and its violence highlights universal structures of patri- 
archal oppression but dehistoricizes the oppression itself, since her 
analysis can not conceptualize the concrete, historical oppression of 
women in different societies, cultures, and religions. Such a herme- 
neutical method, moreover, has no room for an often mixed, con- 
fused, inarticulate, and only partially feminist historical conscious- 
ness and agency of women living within the boundaries of patriarchal 
culture and religion. The androcentric sociology of knowledge ap- 
proach theoretically does not allow for an emancipatory solidarity with 
women whose Selves are damaged by patriarchy and whose "journey 
into freedom" was, and is, a journey within the boundaries and op- 
pressive mechanisms of patriarchal culture and religion. 

At this point it becomes clear that the heuristic model of androcen- 
trism does not allow us to restore history to women or to reconcep- 
tualize history as human history. While androcentrism maintains that 
women are the "Other," Mary Daly's "spinning" and journeying lead 
us to the "Otherworld," to the "Other Side" which we cannot know 
"until we arrive there." 9! She therefore denounces patriarchal schol- 
arship as the “warped mirror image of creative Hagography” because 
it merely researches and re-covers women's history. But she affirms: 


On the boundaries of the male-centered universities, however, 
there is a flowering of woman-centered thinking. Gynocentric 
Method requires not only the murder of misogynistic methods 
(intellectual and affective exorcism) but also ecstasy, which I have 
called ludic cerebration.9 


Daly thus accepts the androcentric theoretical construct of the world 
but stands it on its head by making the periphery the life-center of a 
feminist construction of the world. Such a shift can be made in lan- 
guage, ritual, and theory but is socially located on the "boundaries of 
the male-centered universities" and of all other social-political- 
cultural institutions. 

While Beyond God the Father proposed a social group, namely, "'sis- 
terhood as anti-church,” as the generator and life-center of feminist 
reality construction, Daly's historical experience of tokenism and 
intellectual-psychic colonialization of women now leads her to a care- 
ful reformulation of “sisterhood.” Sisterhood becomes “sacred 
space," the bonding of the “Selves” who have "escaped," the friend- 
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ship of "Self-centering" women opposing patriarchy. The cosmic cov- 
enant 


is where being is discovered in confrontation with nothingness. 
. . . Those who discover the covenant find themselves in new 
space. The old territory, then, is not encroached upon: one does 
not bother to invade non-being.© 


This is said with respect to patriarchal space. But this statement im- 
plies that women who belong to the "territory of non-being" and 
have not made the "qualitative leap" are thereby excluded from sis- 
terhood defined as sacred space. Thus the assumption of "sacred 
feminist space" over and against "secular space" defined as the "'ter- 
ritory of non-being" engenders a dichotomy between women who 
find themselves in such sacred space and those who do not. This 
understanding of sisterhood— not as the bonding of the oppressed 
but as the gathering of the ideologically "pure," the network of Spin- 
sters and Amazons, of the "elect" and the “holy’’—has far-reaching 
consequences for Daly's understanding of history as well as for femi- 
nist political, ecclesial, and societal change. 

Since women are non-beings in patriarchal culture and erased from 
its consciousness and language, only those women who have moved 
into the sacred new feminist Time/Space participate in history and in 
the making of history. These “women constitute an ontological locus 
of history . . . in this very process women are the bearers of his- 
tory.” Only those who have the "courage to be" and to make the 
existential leap are historical subjects. While this theoretical under- 
standing is able to construct a feminist life-world at the fringes of 
patriarchal culture, it is not able to restore history to women, since it 
understands patriarchal history as the “territory of non-being" but 
not as the arena of women's struggle. Daly must therefore methodo- 
logically exclude the history of women within early Christianity as 
well as reject a reconstruction of early Christian beginnings in a femi- 
nist perspective. 


A Feminist Critical Hermeneutics of Liberation 


I have sought to trace the major developments in feminist biblical 
hermeneutics engendered by The Woman's Bible. I have done so not to 
detract from the accomplishments of feminist hermeneutics but to 
test how much they will allow us to reclaim the Bible and early Chris- 
tian history as women's beginnings and power.® While the feminist 


TOWARD A FEMINIST CRITICAL HERMENEUTICS * 27 


historical hermeneutics of The Woman's Bible has established the an- 
drocentric character of biblical texts and interpretations, it has not 
brought into focus the history of women as participants in patriarchal 
biblical history, society, and religion nor set free the liberating im- 
pulses of the biblical traditions. 

The interpretative issues engendered by The Woman's Bible still de- 
termine the parameters of feminist biblical hermeneutics as well as 
the exegetical-historical explorations of “Woman in the Bible." Since 
the debate over The Woman's Bible was sparked by controversy and 
attacks against the women’s movement in the last century, the dis- 
cussion centers primarily around the revelatory authority of the Bible 
for today. Where the opponents of women’s equality argue that the 
Bible demands the subordination of women, the defenders of the 
Bible maintain that such a reading of the Bible is a misunderstanding. 
While Cady Stanton pointed to the androcentric character of the Bible 
in order to prove that its misogynist texts are not the word of God but 
that of males, post-Christian feminists radicalize her position and 
reject not only the Bible but also those women who remain members 
of patriarchal biblical religion. Russell, Ruether, and Trible in turn 
argue with Cady Stanton that the Bible is not totally androcentric but 
also contains some absolute ethical principles and feminist liberating 
traditions. In order to do so, they adopt a feminist neo-orthodox 
model that is in danger of reducing the ambiguity of historical strug- 
gle to theological essences and abstract, timeless principles. 

Although Cady Stanton had formulated the political character and 
necessity of a feminist biblical interpretation, the ensuing debate did 
not center on women as makers and participants in history, but on 
the authority of biblical revelation. The subsequent studies of 
"Woman in the Bible" were primarily interested in exploring the pa- 
triarchal biblical teachings on womanhood and woman's sphere and 
in defending or claiming the revelatory authority of the Bible for or 
against the feminist cause. A review of the ordination of women 
debate could amply substantiate this observation. Thus it appears 
that the feminist debate engendered by The Woman's Bible centers on 
questions of the theological rejection/legitimization of the Bible rather 
than on historical feminist reconstruction. It seems to me methodo- 
logically necessary, therefore, to bracket the issue of theological legiti- 
mization until women can come into focus as historical agents and 
victims and until biblical history can be restored to women. In order 
to do so, we have to see whether Cady Stanton's insight—that not 
only biblical interpretations but the biblical texts themselves were 
androcentric—can serve to recover a feminist biblical heritage. 
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The Woman's Bible has not only provoked feminist apologetic of the 
Bible's authority but also demonstrated that biblical interpretation in 
Western society is a historical-political task that may not be neglected 
by feminists. Ruether's argument that it would be feminist romanti- 
cism not to reappropriate and transform patriarchal culture and an- 
drocentric texts is an important one. Yet the question remains: How 
and on what grounds is such a reappropriation possible and what 
makes such a reappropriation feminist? Since feminism as a liberation 
philosophy and movement has diverse goals, strategies, and ap- 
proaches, the answer to this problem, I would argue, may not be 
definitional-exclusive but only inclusive-constructive. 

Post-biblical feminists like Mary Daly press the hermeneutical con- 
sequence of the androcentric interpretative model by insisting that 
the androcentric biblical text is the message and not just a container 
for it. Therefore, they do not allow for a neo-orthodox distinction 
between androcentric text and feminist revelation, or patriarchal tra- 
ditions and liberating Tradition. Yet remaining within the perimeters 
of the androcentric hermeneutic model, they need also to find an Ar- 
chimedean point in the sea of historical relativity of interpretations 
and visions in order to be able to claim a feminist absolute. While in 
Beyond God the Father this Archimedean point and hermeneutic key 
was sisterhood as anti-church, in Gyn/Ecology it is no longer "the 
bonding of oppressed women struggling for liberation" but the gath- 
ering of the feminist "Selves" who have "escaped" patriarchy. Yet 
Daly's bonding of the feminist "elect and holy" is rather a disem- 
bodied and dehistoricized vision that reminds one of the neo-Platonic 
Catholic hope for the communion of the saints as the communion of 
disembodied souls. This vision must reject not only biblical texts and 
religion but also abandon all other expressions of patriarchal culture 
and history as androcentric and totally oppressive of women. 

However, relinquishing our biblical heritage merely reinforces the 
androcentric reality construction of Western culture according to 
which male existence and history is the paradigm of human existence 
and human history. Western androcentric linguistic and scientific 
structures define women as secondary to men and thus as insignifi- 
cant in the making of human culture, religion, and history. In such an 
androcentric world view women are historically and culturally mar- 
ginal. As an oppressed people they do not have a written history; 
they remain invisible in the reality constructions of those in power. 
However, it must not be overlooked that the marginality and invisi- 
bility of women in biblical history is produced by androcentric texts 
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and linguistic reconstructions of history insofar as androcentric texts 
tend to erase women as active participants in history. Regardless of 
how androcentric texts may erase women from historiography, they 
do not prove the actual absence of women from the center of patriar- 
chal history and biblical revelation. 

Therefore, feminists cannot afford to disown androcentric biblical 
texts and patriarchal history as their own revelatory texts and history. 
They cannot afford 


to jettison all claims to the product and record of so many centu- 
ries of collective life. To the extent that men have spoken they 
have done so on the basis of the privileged access to history and 
rule, not on the basis of intrinsic personal or sexual merit. Their 
social representation and social institutions belong however to 
our collective past. The lords of creation do not exist indepen- 
dently of those they oppress. 


Androcentric texts and linguistic reality constructions must not be 
mistaken as trustworthy evidence of human history, culture, and 
religion. The text may be the message, but the message is not coter- 
minal with human reality and history. A feminist critical hermeneu- 
tics must therefore move from androcentric texts to their social- 
historical contexts. It not only has to claim the contemporary commu- 
nity of women struggling for liberation as its locus of revelation, it 
also must reclaim its foresisters as victims and subjects participating in 
patriarchal culture. It must do so not by creating a gynocentric life- 
center on the fringes of androcentric culture and history, but by re- 
claiming such androcentric human and biblical history as women’s 
own history. It is not the feminist philosopher or theologian but the 
feminist poet who has given us an image for such a feminist herme- 
neutical undertaking of “reconstituting” the historical world of Chris- 
tian beginnings.” 

Such a feminist reconstitution of the world requires a feminist her- 
meneutics that shares in the critical methods and impulses of histori- 
cal scholarship on the one hand and in the theological goals of libera- 
tion theologies on the other hand. It not only challenges androcentric 
reality constructions in language but seeks to move from androcentric 
texts to patriarchal-historical contexts. While androcentrism charac- 
terizes a mind-set, patriarchy represents a social-cultural system in 
which a few men have power over other men, women, children, 
slaves, and colonialized people. Feminist theology as a critical theol- 
ogy of liberation therefore seeks to develop not only a textual-biblical 
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hermeneutics but also a historical-biblical hermeneutics of liberation. 
It challenges biblical studies as “objective” textual interpretations and 
value-neutral historical reconstructions fundamentally.® 

The historical-theological insight that the New Testament is not 
only a source of revelatory truth but also a resource for patriarchal 
subordination and domination demands a new paradigm for biblical 
hermeneutics and theology. This paradigm must not only shed its 
objectivist pretense of disinterestedness but also its doctrinal neo- 
orthodox essence-accidents model of interpretation. All early Chris- 
tian texts are formulated in an androcentric language and conditioned 
by their patriarchal milieux and histories. Biblical revelation and truth 
are given only in those texts and interpretative models that transcend 
critically their patriarchal frameworks and allow for a vision of Chris- 
tian women as historical and theological subjects and actors. 

Such a vision of Christian origins, however, cannot be formulated 
by abstracting the essence of revelation from its accidental, patriar- 
chal formations and cultural expressions, since such an abstract uni- 
versal essence does not allow for a critical understanding of the par- 
ticular roots and mechanisms of women's oppression and struggle for 
liberation in patriarchal culture and religion. Nor can such a vision be 
gained by analyzing merely the biblical passages on women, be- 
cause such a topical analysis would take the androcentric dynamics 
and reality constructions of patriarchal texts at face value. A feminist 
revision of Christian origins and biblical history must be achieved in 
and through a critical analysis of patriarchal-androcentric texts and 
sources by recognizing as a methodological principle that being hu- 
man and being Christian is essentially a social, historical, and cultural 
process. Therefore, being a Christian woman grows out of the con- 
crete social and historical structures and processes of women's op- 
pression as well as their struggle for liberation and transcendence. 

A critical reconstruction of women's historical oppression within 
patriarchal biblical religion and community, as well as an analysis of 
its theological, conceptual justifications must, therefore, be based on 
an alternative feminist biblical vision of the historical-cultural- 
religious interaction between women and men within Christian com- 
munity and history. Such a historical reconstruction and theological 
revisioning™ is inspired not only by scholarly theoretical goals but 
also by practical interests in the liberation of women from internalized 
biblical patriarchal structures and doctrines. It is concerned not only 
with analyzing the historical oppression of women in biblical religion 
but also with changing the social reality of the Christian churches in 
which the religious oppression and eradication of women takes its 
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specific historical patriarchal forms. In the last analysis, such a project 
is not just geared toward the liberation of women but also toward the 
emancipation of the Christian community from patriarchal structures 
and androcentric mind-sets so that the gospel can become again a 
“power for the salvation” of women as well as men. Such a revision- 
ing of Christian community and belief systems is not only a religious 
but also an important political-cultural task, since biblical patriarchal 
religion still contributes to the oppression and exploitation of all 
women in our society. It would therefore be feminist romanticism to 
relegate biblical religion and its power of influence to the sphere of 
"non-being." 

If feminist identity is not based on the experience of biological sex 
or essential gender differences but on the common historical experi- 
ence of women as unconsciously collaborating or struggling partici- 
pants in patriarchal culture and history,” then the reconstruction of 
early Christian origins in a feminist perspective is not just a historical 
but also a feminist theological task. Theological meaning cannot be 
derived either from the revelatory surplus of androcentric texts or of 
true feminist consciousness, but can only be found in and through 
androcentric texts and patriarchal history. It becomes necessary 
therefore to explore all the historical dimensions of androcentric bibli- 
cal texts as well as of early Christian history and theology. 

Rather than abandon the memory of our foresisters' sufferings and 
hopes in our common patriarchal Christian past, Christian feminists 
reclaim their sufferings and struggles in and through the subversive 
power of the "remembered past." If the enslavement and colonializa- 
tion of people becomes total when their history is destroyed because 
solidarity with the faith and suffering of the dead is made impossible, 
then a feminist biblical hermeneutics has the task of becoming a "dan- 
gerous memory" that reclaims the religious suffering and engage- 
ment of the dead. Such a "subversive memory” not only keeps alive 
the suffering and hopes of Christian women in the past but also 
allows for a universal solidarity of sisterhood with all women of the 
past, present, and future who follow the same vision. 

The continuing challenge of the victims of religious patriarchy is 
not met by the denial of their self-understanding and religious vision 
as mistaken or ideological self-deception, but only in and through an 
engaged solidarity and remembrance of their hopes and despair. Or 
in the words of J. B. Metz: 


Christian faith declares itself as the memoria passionis, mortis, et 
resurrectionis Jesu Christi. At the midpoint of this faith is a specific 
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memoria passionis on which is grounded the promise of future 
freedom for all. . . [Such faith] is not a complete leap into the 
eschatological existence of the "new human" but rather a reflec- 
tion about concrete human suffering which is the point at which 
the proclamation of the new and essentially human way of life 
announced in the resurrection of Jesus can begin. . . . In this 
sense, the Christian memoria insists that the history of human 
suffering is not merely part of the pre-history of freedom but 
remains an inner aspect of the history of freedom.” 


Such a remembrance of women's suffering and their history of patri- 
archal oppression must be kept alive as an inner moment in a feminist 
Christian history and biblical theology. However, such a feminist 
memoria of the suffering of Jesus Christ and of the innocent victims of 
patriarchal oppression must be careful not to ascribe this suffering 
and colonialization of women to the positive will of God, the heav- 
enly patriarch, and to claim divine revelation and the agency of the 
Holy Spirit as the theological justification of such suffering. Insofar 
as androcentric biblical texts lend themselves to the perpetuation and 
legitimization of such patriarchal oppression and forgetfulness of, 
silence about, or eradication of the memory of women's suffering, 
they must be demythologized as androcentric codifications of patriar- 
chal power and ideology that cannot claim to be the revelatory Word 
of God. 

I would therefore suggest that the revelatory canon for theological 
evaluation of biblical androcentric traditions and their subsequent 
interpretations cannot be derived from the Bible itself but can only be 
formulated in and through women's struggle for liberation from all 
patriarchal oppression. It cannot be universal but must be specific 
since it is extrapolated from a particular experience of oppression and 
liberation. The "advocacy stance for the oppressed" must be sus- 
tained at the point of feminist critical evaluation of biblical texts and 
traditions and their authority claims. The personally and politically 
reflected experience of oppression and liberation must become the 
criterion of appropriateness for biblical interpretation and evaluation 
of biblical authority claims. 

A feminist hermeneutical understanding that is oriented not simply 
toward an actualizing continuation of biblical Tradition or of a partic- 
ular biblical tradition but toward a critical evaluation of it must un- 
cover and reject those elements within all biblical traditions and texts 
that perpetuate, in the name of God, violence, alienation, and patriar- 
chal subordination, and eradicate women from historical-theological 
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consciousness. At the same time, such a feminist critical hermeneu- 
tics must recover all those elements within biblical texts and traditions 
that articulate the liberating experiences and visions of the people of 
God. 

A feminist theological hermeneutics having as its canon the libera- 
tion of women from oppressive patriarchal texts, structures, institu- 
tions, and values maintains that—if the Bible is not to continue as a 
tool for the patriarchal oppression of women—only those traditions 
and texts that critically break through patriarchal culture and “plausi- 
bility structures” have the theological authority of revelation. The 
“advocacy stance” of liberation theologies cannot accord revelatory 
authority to any oppressive and destructive biblical text or tradition. 
Nor did they have any such claim at any point in history. Such a 
critical measure must be applied to all biblical texts, their historical 
contexts, and theological interpretations, and not just to the texts on 
women. 

This critical measure should also be applied to their subsequent 
history of interpretation in order to determine how much and why 
these traditions and interpretations have contributed to the patriar- 
chal deformation of Christian faith and community, as well as to the 
oppression of women and all other subjected people. In the same 
vein, such a feminist critical hermeneutics must test whether and 
how much some biblical traditions contain emancipatory elements 
that have transcended critically their cultural patriarchal contexts and 
have contributed to the liberation of people, especially of women, 
although these texts and traditions were embedded in a patriarchal 
culture and preached by a patriarchal church. These texts of the New 
Testament, however, should not be misunderstood as abstract, time- 
less theological ideas or norms, but should be understood as faith 
responses to concrete historical situations. 

Feminist theology therefore challenges biblical theological scholar- 
ship to develop a paradigm for biblical revelation that does not under- 
stand the New Testament as an archetype but as a prototype. Both 
archetype and prototype denote original models. However, an arche- 
type is an ideal form that establishes an unchanging timeless pattern, 
whereas a prototype is not a binding timeless pattern or principle. A 
prototype, therefore, is critically open to the possibility of its own 
transformation. "Thinking in terms of prototype historicizes myth." 7? 
A hermeneutical understanding of Scripture as prototype not only 
has room for but requires the transformation of its own models of 
Christian faith and community. It therefore demands a critical explo- 
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ration of the historical-social-theological dynamics operative in the 
formulation and canonization of the New Testament as Scripture, as 
well as an integration of biblical history and theology. 

Such an understanding of Scripture not as a mythic archetype but 
as a historical prototype provides the Christian community with a 
sense of its ongoing history as well as of its theological identity. 
Insofar as it does not define the Bible as a fixed mythical pattern it is 
able to acknowledge positively the dynamic process of biblical adap- 
tation, challenge, or renewal of social-ecclesial and conceptual struc- 
tures under the changing conditions of the church's social-historical 
situations. In and through "structural transformation" (Jean Piaget) 
the Bible and the biblical community are able to respond to new social 
needs and theological insights, as well as to allow and to extrapolate 
new social-ecclesial structures, while preserving the liberating biblical 
vision by engendering new structural formations that belong to this 
vision. As the root model of Christian community and faith, the Bible 
functions as an active formation within the Christian churches and as 
a residual formation within Western culture. Women living within 
the cultural and ecclesial trajectory of the Bible are not completely free 
to neglect its world of vision and to overlook its structural formations. 
"One's freedom does, however, consist in knowing the direction of 
the trajectory along which one is being borne, assessing alternate 
movements, and then taking relevant steps to redirect one's course 
toward a better outcome." 

Such a theological understanding of the Bible as prototype cannot 
identify biblical revelation with the androcentric text, but maintains 
that such revelation is found in the life and ministry of Jesus as well as 
in the discipleship community of equals called forth by him. Biblical 
texts and their subsequent interpretations are formulated in interac- 
tion with their patriarchal cultures and social-ecclesial structures. 
They therefore express such revelation experience in androcentric 
language and patriarchal codifications. Insofar as the model proposed 
here locates revelation not in texts but in Christian experience and 
community, it can point to the actual practice of the churches which 
define explicitly or implicitly biblical authority and the canon of reve- 
lation with reference to their own acknowledged or unacknowledged 
centers of ecclesial power. While the Roman Catholic Church has 
made explicit such a hermeneutical procedure, other Christian 
churches implicitly and practically follow it. 

Similarly, liberation theologies insist that revelation and biblical 
authority are found in the lives of the poor and the oppressed whose 
cause God, as their advocate and liberator, has adopted. A feminist 
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critical hermeneutics of liberation shares the "advocacy stance" of 
liberation theologies but, at the same time, it elaborates not only 
women's oppression but also women's power as the locus of revela- 
tion. As the root model of Christian life and community the Bible 
reflects biblical women's strength as well as their victimization. 
Therefore, the Bible is source for women's religious power as well as 
for their religious oppression throughout the history of Christianity to 
the present. A Christian feminist theology of liberation must cease its 
attempts to rescue the Bible from its feminist critics and assert that the 
source of our power is also the source of our oppression. 

A feminist critical hermeneutics of liberation, therefore, must ana- 
lyze carefully the theological and structural patriarchalization of the 
New Testament and “patristic” churches without too quickly resort- 
ing to biblical apologetics or to an a-historical disinterest. It must 
become conscious of the interrelationships between ecclesial-cultural 
patriarchy and theological texts and traditions. It can elucidate how a 
misogynist theology is always engendered by the patriarchal church 
in order to relegate women to marginal status and displace them as 
ecclesial and theological subjects. Such a hermeneutics, therefore, 
seeks to develop a critical method of analysis that allows women to 
move beyond the androcentric biblical text to its social-historical con- 
texts. At the same time, such a hermeneutics must search for theoreti- 
cal models of historical reconstruction that place women not just on 
the periphery but in the center of Christian life and theology. Insofar 
as androcentric biblical texts not only reflect their patriarchal cultural 
environment but also continue to allow a glimpse of the early Chris- 
tian movements as a discipleship of equals, the reality of women's 
engagement and leadership in these movements precedes the andro- 
centric injunctions for women's role and behavior. Women who be- 
longed to a submerged group in antiquity could develop leadership in 
the emerging Christian movement which, as a discipleship of equals, 
stood in tension and conflict with the patriarchal ethos of the Greco- 
Roman world. 

A feminist critical hermeneutics of the Bible must develop theoreti- 
cal interpretative models that can integrate the so-called countercul- 
tural, heretical, and egalitarian traditions and texts into its overall 
reconstruction of scriptural theology and history. Although the canon 
preserves only remnants of the nonpatriarchal early Christian ethos, 
these remnants still allow us to recognize that the patriarchalization 
process is not inherent in Christian revelation and community but 
progressed slowly and with difficulty. Therefore, a feminist biblical 
hermeneutics can reclaim early Christian theology and history as 
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women's own theology and history. Women had the power and au- 
thority of the gospel. They were central and leading individuals in the 
early Christian movement. 

Women as church have a continuous history and tradition that can 
claim Jesus and the praxis of the earliest church as its biblical root 
model or prototype, one that is open to feminist transformation. A 
feminist Christian theology, in my opinion, has as primary task keep- 
ing alive "the memoria passionis' of Christian women as well as 
reclaiming women's religious-theological heritage. However, this 
theological heritage is misrepresented when it is understood solely as 
the history of oppression. It also must be reconstituted as a history of 
liberation and of religious agency. The history and theology of wom- 
en's oppression perpetuated by patriarchal biblical texts and by a 
clerical patriarchy must not be allowed to cancel out the history and 
theology of the struggle, life, and leadership of Christian women who 
spoke and acted in the power of the Spirit. 
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Chapter 2 


Toward a Feminist 
Critical Method 


I: the locus of revelation is not the androcentric text but the life and 
ministry of Jesus and the movement of women and men called 
forth by him, then we must develop critical-historical methods for 
feminist readings of the biblical texts. If the silence about women's 
historical and theological experience and contribution in the early 
Christian movement is generated by historical texts and theological 
redactions, then we must find ways to break the silence of the text 
and derive meaning from androcentric historiography and theology. 
Rather than understand the text as an adequate reflection of the real- 
ity about which it speaks, we must search for clues and allusions that 
indicate the reality about which the text is silent. Rather than take 
androcentric texts as informative “data” and accurate "reports," we 
must read their “silences”! as evidence and irdication of that reality 
about which they do not speak. Rather than reject the argument from 
silence as a valid historical argument, we must learn to read the 
silences of androcentric texts in such a way that they can provide 
"clues" to the egalitarian reality of the early Christian movement. 
Androcentric texts are parts of an overall puzzle and design that 
must be fitted together in creative critical interpretation. It is crucial, 
therefore, that we challenge the blueprints of androcentric design, 
assuming instead a feminist pattern for the historical mosaic, one that 
allows us to place women as well as men into the center of early 
Christian history. Such a feminist critical method could be likened to 
the work of a detective insofar as it does not rely solely on historical 
"facts" nor invents its evidence, but is engaged in an imaginative 
reconstruction of historical reality. Or to use again the metaphor pro- 
vided by the poet Adrienne Rich: in order to wrench meaning from 
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androcentric texts and history we have to "mine" "the earth-deposits 
of our history” in order to “bring the essential vein to light," to find 
the "bottle amber perfect," "the tonic for living on this earth, the 
winters of this climate."? Such a feminist hermeneutical method and 
process for unearthing biblical feminist history and revelation, for 
entering an old text from a new critical direction, is not just a chapter 
in cultural history but an act of feminist transformation. Such a trans- 
formation depends, however, on a critical reappropriation of the 
past. 


Women, looking to the most prestigious texts of the Western 
tradition, confront misogyny, idealization, objectification, si- 
lence. The absence of female consciousness from that tradition 
challenges a feminist interpretation to look beyond and through 
the texts. The absence anchors one term of a double meaning. 
The silences, all the more difficult to restore because of the circui- 
tous interpretation they call for, offer clues to the willed suppres- 
sion of women. But to translate silence into meaning requires a 
critical distance from the tradition as well as an immersion in it. 
[emphasis added]? 


However, a feminist critical analysis of biblical texts on women will 
not suffice. The topical, thematic approach to the analysis of women 
in the Bible usually adopted in discussing biblical texts already has 
adopted a theoretical approach and an analytical perspective that 
marginalize women, since only women (but not men) become the 
object of historical-critical inquiry and theological discussion. What is 
therefore necessary is not just a feminist analysis of biblical texts but 
also a metacritique of the androcentric frameworks adopted by bibli- 
cal scholarship without any critical reflection on their systemic pre- 
suppositions and implications. 

The systemic androcentrism of Western culture is evident in the 
fact that nobody questions whether men have been historical subjects 
and revelatory agents in the church. The historical role of women, 
and not that of men, is problematic because maleness is the norm, 
while femaleness constitutes a deviation from this norm. Whenever 
we speak of man as the scientific and historical subject we mean the 
male. For the Western understanding and linguistic expression of 
reality, male existence is the standard of human existence. "Human- 
ity is male and man defines woman not in herself but relative to him. 
She is not regarded as autonomous being. He is the subject, the 
absolute; she is the other."* Therefore, our societal and scientific 
structures define women as derivative and secondary to men. This 
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androcentric definition of being human has determined not only the 
scholarly perception of men but also of women. In such an androcen- 
tric world view woman must remain historically marginal. The andro- 
centric scholarly paradigm can thematize the role of women as a 
societal, historical, philosophical, and theological problem but cannot 
question its own horizon,’ which relegates the “women question" to 
the periphery of scholarly concerns, a trivial issue not worthy of 
serious attention. The historical-theological marginality of women is 
therefore generated not only by the original biblical sources but also 
in and through the androcentric interpretations and patriarchal re- 
constructions of biblical scholarship. A feminist analysis, therefore, 
must pay attention not only to the androcentrism of historical texts 
but also to that of contemporary scholarly reconstructions of these 
texts and their social contexts. 


Androcentric Translations and Interpretations 


The issue of androcentric language has received much attention in 
the past several years. The biblical texts as they are read by individ- 
uals or heard in the liturgy of the church perpetuate the male bias and 
exclusiveness of our own culture and language." Without question 
biblical language is androcentric, but is it deliberately exclusive of 
women? At a time when androcentric language patterns and linguis- 
tic praxis have come to consciousness and are much debated, such 
unconsciously androcentric language becomes exclusive, male-biased 
language.? Biblical translators, therefore, must confront the issue of 
historically appropriate and philologically correct translation. 

Prodded by the Task Force on Inclusive Biblical Translation of the 
National Council of Churches Division of Education and Ministry, the 
Revised Standard Version (RSV) translation committee has con- 
fronted the issue of masculine biased language and decided to elimi- 
nate the word man where it is lacking in the original text and was 
inserted by later translators. For instance, in Luke 17:34 the King 
James translators introduced the word men contrary to the Greek texts 
so that the verse reads: “I tell you in that night there shall be two men 
in one bed. . . ." Another example: The committee has proposed to 
change Rom 2:6 from "He will render to every man according to his 
works” to "He will repay according to each one's works." Moreover, 
in all those passages where the Hebrew or the Greek use the generic 
expression for human being, the committee will translate it with ge- 
neric expressions such as everyone, all people, human beings, per- 
sons, etc. 
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However, much more difficult is the case of generic pronouns. For 
example, in Psalm 8 the committee is prepared to replace man and son 
of man with human being and mortal respectively but has not replaced 
the masculine singular that occurs six times. Despite the two signifi- 
cant modifications made here, women are even more excluded than 
before, because human being and mortal are now masculine. Even 
more detrimental would be a refusal to change in the Pauline letters 
brothers to brothers and sisters or to abandon masculine pronouns for 
God. Such androcentric translations can not be justified simply with 
reference to "literal" translation requirements because every transla- 
tion is always an interpretation as well. Bruce Metzger's criticism of 
nineteenth-century suffragist Julia E. Smith's all too literal “wooden” 
translation applies also to the RSV committee's refusal to change its 
masculine-biased God-language. 


Miss Smith illustrates dramatically a fact which some persons do 
not appreciate, namely that most words have more than one 
meaning and in translation the more specific meaning of a word 
in a particular context has to be determined from that context.? 


In a social-cultural context where masculine biased God-language is 
no longer understood as generic language but as sexist-exclusive lan- 
guage, the translator must ask whether the biblical text insists on the 
natural masculine gender of God or whether such a genderization 
and sexualization of God is against the intention of the biblical text 
and its theological contexts. 

While the appropriate translation of masculine metaphors and an- 
drocentric language remains a difficult task, another aspect of andro- 
centric biblical language is not just important for contemporary trans- 
lations and God-language but has hitherto-unexplored ramifications 
for our understanding of biblical texts as historical sources. A histori- 
cally adequate translation must take into account the interpretative 
implications of androcentric language which functioned as inclusive 
language in a patriarchal culture. Such androcentric inclusive lan- 
guage mentions women only when their presence has become in any 
way a problem or when they are "exceptional," but it does not men- 
tion women in so-called normal situations. For instance, even today 
the minutes of an exegetic conference will still read, "Professor so and 
so, . . . he said, . . .” although women scholars might have been 
present at the conference. Only if a woman is exceptional or makes a 
presentation might the minutes identify her as a woman. Moreover, 
before consciousness about the issue of androcentric language, even 
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women scholars or writers referred to themselves with the masculine 
pronoun. In other words, androcentric language is inclusive of 
women but does not mention them explicitly. Such androcentric in- 
clusive language functions in biblical texts the same way as it func- 
tions today—it mentions women only when women’s behavior 
presents a problem or when women are exceptional individuals. !° 

Scholars understand and interpret such androcentric language in a 
twofold way: as generic and as gender specific. Although many exe- 
getes would refuse to translate the Pauline address "brothers" with 
"brothers and sisters," they nevertheless assume that the Christian 
communities to whom Paul writes consisted of "brothers and sis- 
ters." Since they do not usually claim that early Christianity was a 
male cult like the Mithras cult, exegetes understand grammatically 
masculine terms such as elect, saints, brothers, or sons as generic lan- 
guage designating men and women. They do not apply only to male 
Christians as over and against female Christians; rather, such male 
designations apply to all members of the Christian community. 
Grammatically masculine language with respect to community mem- 
bership is not understood in a gender specific but in an inclusive 
generic way. However, whenever scholars discuss leadership titles— 
for example, apostles, prophets, or teachers—they eo ipso assume 
that these terms apply only to men despite clear instances in the New 
Testament where such grammatically masculine titles are applied to 
women also. Thus Rom 16:1 characterizes Phoebe with the grammati- 
cally masculine form of the Greek term diakonos and Tit 2:3 uses the 
grammatically masculine title kalodidaskalos for women. 

If exegesis, therefore, would take seriously the issue of androcen- 
tric language as generic language, we would maintain that any inter- 
pretation and translation claiming to be historically adequate to the 
language character of its sources must understand and translate New 
Testament androcentric language on the whole as inclusive of women 
until proven otherwise. The passages of the New Testament that 
directly mention women do so because such women were exceptional 
or their actions had become a problem. These texts must not be taken 
to be all the available information on women in early Christianity. 
Thus we no longer can simply assume that only 1 Cor 11:2-16 speaks 
about women prophets, while the rest of chapters 11-14 refer to male 
charismatics and to male prophets. The opposite is the case. In 1 Cor 
11-14 Paul speaks about the worship of all Christians, men and 
women, and he singles out women in 11:2-16 only because their 
behavior constituted a special problem. Therefore, a historically ade- 
quate translation and interpretation must not only take the inclusive 
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function of androcentric language into account but also acknowledge 
the limitations of such language and reject the topical approach to 
woman in the New Testament as methodologically inadequate. 

In addition, it must be recognized and made explicit that a good 
translation is not a literal transcription but a perceptive interpretation 
transferring meaning from one language context to another.! How 
much every translation is also an interpretation influenced by the 
contemporary perspective of the translators can be shown through a 
comparison of different contemporary Bible translations.!? For exam- 
ple, 1 Cor 11:3 in a word by word literal translation reads: 


However, I want you [plural] to know that the head of every man 
is the Christ, however, a head of woman is the man, however, 
head of the Christ is the God. 


the RSV translation reads: 


I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, 
the head of the woman is her husband, and the head of Christ is 
God. 


The New English Bible renders the verse as follows: 


But I wish you to understand that while every man has Christ for 
his head, woman's head is man as Christ's head is God. 


The Living Letters reads: 


But there is one matter I want to remind you about: that a wife is 
responsible to her husband, her husband is responsible to Christ 
and Christ is responsible to God. 


And finally the Good News for Modern Man really brings out the 
good news for modern males: 


But I want you to understand that Christ is supreme over every 
man, the husband is supreme over his wife and God is supreme 
over Christ. 


By dropping the definite article before Christ and God the translators 
have smoothed out the text theologically while, at the same time, 
interpreting it in terms of patriarchal hierarchy. 

Finally, because contemporary translators share in the androcen- 
tric-patriarchal mind-set of Western culture, they cannot do justice to 
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texts that speak positively about Christian women and integrate these 
texts into their constructive model of early Christian beginnings. Be- 
cause they generally presuppose that men, and not women, devel- 
oped missionary initiatives and exercised central leadership in early 
Christianity, texts that do not fit such an androcentric model are 
quickly interpreted in terms of an androcentric perspective. For exam- 
ple, most modern interpreters assume that Rom 16:7 speaks about 
two men, who had already become Christians before Paul and had 
great authority as apostles. However, there is no reason to under- 
stand Junia as a shortened form of the male name Junianus since 
Junia was a well-known female name. Even patristic exegesis under- 
stood it predominantly as the name of a woman. Andronicus and 
Junia were an influential missionary team who were acknowledged as 
apostles. 1° 

Another example of androcentric interpretation is often found with 
reference to Rom 16:1-3. In this passage Phoebe is called the diakonos 
and prostatis of the church at Cenchreae, the seaport of Corinth. Exe- 
getes attempt to downplay the importance of both titles here because 
they are used with reference to a woman. Whenever Paul calls him- 
self, Apollos, Timothy, or Tychicos diakonos, scholars translate the 
term as “deacon,” but because the expression here refers to a woman, 
exegetes translate it as “servant,” “helper,” or “deaconess.” While 
Kürzinger, for instance, translates the title in Phil 1:1 as “deacon,” in 
the case of Phoebe he explains that “she works in the service of the 
community.” In a footnote he characterizes Phoebe as “one of the 
first pastoral assistants.” 14 H. Lietzmann also understands the office 
of Phoebe by analogy to the later institute of the deaconesses which, 
in comparison to that of the deacons, had only a very limited function 
in the church. He characterizes Phoebe as an “apparently well-to-do 
and charitable lady, who because of her feminine virtues worked in 
the service of the poor and the sick and assisted in the baptism of 
women." Origen had already labeled Phoebe as an assistant and 
servant of Paul. He concluded that women who do good works can 
be appointed as deaconesses.!6 

However, the text does not permit such a feminine stereotyping of 
Phoebe. As we can see from 1 Cor 3:5-9, Paul uses diakonos in parallel 
with synergos and with these titles characterizes Apollos and himself 
as missionaries with equal standing who have contributed to the 
upbuilding of the community in different ways." Since Phoebe is 
named diakonos of the church at Cenchreae, she receives this title 
because her service and office were influential in the community. 
That Phoebe could claim great authority within the early Christian 
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missionary endeavor is underlined by the second title prostatis/pa- 
trona. Therefore, when Paul calls Phoebe a patrona, he characterizes 
her by analogy with those persons who had influential positions as 
representative protectors and leaders in the Hellenistic religious asso- 
ciations.? G. Heinrici points out that in antiquity religious and pri- 
vate associations received legal protection and derived social-political 
influence from the patronage of eminent and rich members.” 

Since exegetes of the New Testament take it for granted that the 
leadership of the early Christian communities was in the hands of 
men, they assume that those women mentioned in the Pauline letters 
were the helpmates and assistants of the apostles, especially of Paul. 
Such an androcentric interpretative model leaves no room for the 
alternative assumption that women were missionaries, apostles, or 
heads of communities independent of Paul and equal to him. Since 
Paul's position was often precarious and in no way accepted by all the 
members of the communities, it is even possible that some women's 
influence was more established than that of Paul's. Texts such as Rom 
16:1-3 or 16:7 suggest that leading women in the early Christian 
missionary movement did not owe their position to Paul. It is more 
likely that Paul had no other choice but to cooperate with these 
women and to acknowledge their authority within the communities. 
Because scholars use androcentric heuristic models that cannot do 
justice to the position and influence of women like Phoebe, Prisca, or 
Junia, or adequately integrate them into their conception of early 
Christian leadership,? their reconstructions serve to legitimize the 
patriarchal practice of the contemporary church. 


Androcentric Selection of Historical Traditions 


One could reject such a critique of contemporary scholarly frame- 
works and maintain that the androcentric interpretation of early 
Christianity is conditioned and justified by our sources because they 
speak about women and their role in the early church only rarely and 
mostly in a polemic argument. Thus the historical marginality of 
women is not created merely by contemporary androcentric exegesis, 
or androcentric biblical texts, but by the fact that women actually 
were marginal in the fellowship of Jesus and that the early Christian 
church was male defined from its very beginnings. Jesus was a man, 
the apostles were men, the early Christian prophets, teachers, and 
missionaries were men. All New Testament writings claim to be writ- 
ten by male authors, and the theology of the first centuries is called 
the "theology of the Fathers." Women do not seem to be of any 
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significance in the early church nor are they allowed any leadership 
or teaching functions. The Christian marginality of women has its 
roots in the patriarchal beginnings of the church and in the androcen- 
trism of Christian revelation. 

Such a theological conclusion presupposes, however, that the New 
Testament writings are objective factual reports of early Christian 
history and development. The rarity of women’s mention in the 
sources would thus adequately reflect the actual history of their activ- 
ity in the early church. Such a presupposition, however, neglects the 
methodological insights of form criticism, source criticism, and redac- 
tion criticism, which have pointed out that the early Christian writ- 
ings are not at all objective, factual transcripts but pastorally engaged 
writings.?' The early Christian authors have selected, redacted, and 
reformulated their traditional sources and materials with reference to 
their theological intentions and practical objectives. None of the early 
Christian writings and traditions is free from any of these tendencies. 
All early Christian writings, even the Gospels and Acts, intend to 
speak to actual problems and situations of the early church and to 
illuminate them theologically. We can assume, therefore, that this 
methodological insight applies equally to the traditions and sources 
about women in early Christianity. Since the early Christian com- 
munities and authors lived in a predominantly patriarchal world and 
participated in its mentality, it is likely that the scarcity of information 
about women is conditioned by the androcentric traditioning and 
redaction of the early Christian authors. This applies particularly to 
the Gospels and Acts since these were written toward the end of the 
first century. Many of the traditions and information about the activ- 
ity of women in early Christianity are probably irretrievable because 
the androcentric selection or redaction process saw these as either 
unimportant or as threatening. 

The contradictions in the sources indicate such an androcentric 
process of redaction, which "qualifies" information that could not be 
omitted. For instance, Acts mentions women, especially rich women 
who supported the early Christian missionary endeavor with their 
homes and wealth. However, this historical elaboration of Luke gives 
the impression that the leadership of the early Christian mission was 
totally in the hands of men.? We find short references to widows and 
prophetesses, but Luke does not tell us any stories about their activity 
or function. Luke's conception of history is harmonizing and there- 
fore does not acknowledge a "women's problem” in the early church. 

Such a problem does emerge, however, when one reads the Paul- 
ine letters.? The meaning of the Pauline texts that speak directly 
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about women is still unclear, although numerous attempts at inter- 
pretation have been made. Exegetes are divided on the question of 
whether the influence of Paul was negative or positive with respect to 
the role of women in early Christianity. Paul presupposes in 1 Cor 
11:2-16 that women speak as prophets in community worship but 
demands that in so doing they adapt to the prevailing custom. It is 
not clear, however, what the actual issue of discussion is between 
Paul and the Corinthians or how the individual arguments of Paul are 
to be evaluated and understood. The prohibitive interests of the in- 
junction in 1 Cor 14:33-36 are clear-cut, but exegetes are divided as to 
whether the famous mulier taceat in ecclesia is a later interpolation, 
since it seems to contradict 1 Cor. 11. 

In Gal 3:28 Paul proclaims that all distinctions between Jews and 
Greeks, free and slave, male and female are obliterated, but he does 
not repeat in 1 Cor 12:13 that maleness and femaleness no longer 
have any significance in the body of Christ. Therefore, no exegetical 
consensus is achieved on whether Gal 3:28, like 1 Cor 12:13, applies to 
the Christian community, or to the eschatological future, or to the 
spiritual equality of all souls. The Pauline lists of greetings mention 
women as leading missionaries and respected heads of churches, but 
itis not univocal on how much they owe their leadership positions to 
Pauline approval and support. It is true that Paul values women as 
co-workers and expresses his gratitude to them, but he probably had 
no other choice than to do so because women like Junia or Prisca 
already occupied leadership functions and were on his level in the 
early Christian missionary movement. 

That the sources are unclear and divided about women's role in 
early Christianity is also evident when one compares the information 
supplied by different New Testament writings. The Pauline letters 
indicate that women have been apostles, missionaries, patrons, co- 
workers, prophets, and leaders of communities. Luke, on the other 
hand, mentions women prophets and the conversion of rich women 
but does not tell us any instance of a woman missionary or leader of a 
church. He seems to know of such functions of women, as his refer- 
ences to Prisca or Lydia indicate, but this knowledge does not influ- 
ence his portrayal of early Christian history. Whereas all the Gospels 
know that Mary Magdalene was the first resurrection witness, the 
pre-Pauline tradition of 1 Cor 15:3-5 does not mention a single 
woman among the resurrection witnesses. The Fourth Gospel and its 
tradition ascribe to a woman a leading role in the mission of Samaria, 
while Acts knows only a Philip as the first missionary of this area. 
While Mark knows of the paradigmatic discipleship of women (ako- 
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louthein), Luke stresses that the women who followed Jesus sup- 
ported him and his male disciples with their possessions. 

The Lukan stress on Peter as the primary Easter witness must be 
situated within the early Christian discussion of whether Peter or 
Mary Magdalene is the first resurrection witness.** This discussion 
understands Peter to be in competition with Mary Magdalene insofar 
as he complains constantly that Christ has given so many revelations 
to a woman. The Gospel of Thomas reflects this competition between 
Peter and Mary Magdalene: The gnostic writing Pistis Sophia and the 
apocryphal Gospel of Mary further develop this motif. In the Gospel of 
Mary it is asked how can Peter be against Mary Magdalene on the 
grounds that she is a woman if Christ has made her worthy of his 
revelations? The Apostolic Church Order evidences that this discussion 
presupposes an actual ecclesial situation. While the Gospel of Mary 
argues for the authority of Mary Magdalene on the ground that Christ 
loved her more than all the other disciples, the Apostolic Church Order 
argues for the exclusion of women from the priesthood by letting 
Mary Magdalene herself reason that the weak, namely, the women, 
must be saved by the strong, namely, the men. This dispute about the 
resurrection witness of Mary Magdalene shows, however, that Mary, 
like Peter, had apostolic authority in some Christian communities 
even into the third and fourth centuries. It also makes clear that the 
androcentric interpretation of the egalitarian primitive Christian tra- 
ditions serves as a patriarchal ecclesial praxis. 

Finally, a textual-critical study of the transmission of New Testa- 
ment texts and their variant readings shows that such an active elimi- 
nation of women from the biblical text has taken place. For instance, 
in Col 4:15 the author extends greetings to the community at Laodicea 
(v. 13) and then to a person named Nymphan.? The accusative form of 
the name can refer to a man with the name Nymphas or to a woman 
whose name was Nympha. If one accepts the variant reading of Co- 
dex Vaticanus, some minuscules, and the Syriac translation—’’and 
the church in her (autés) house"—then the greetings refer to a 
woman who is the leader of a house church. If one reads with the 
Egyptian text "their" (auton) house, then the greeting would either 
refer to Nymphas and his wife or Nympha(s) and his/her friends. The 
Western and Byzantine textual witnesses in turn consider the person 
to be a man because they read the masculine pronoun “his” (autou) 
house. The feminine reading is the more difficult reading and the 
masculine form can easily be explained as a correction of the female 
name since it was considered improbable or undesirable that a 
woman have such a leadership position. 
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The same antiwoman tendency can be found in the Western text of 
Acts.” Codex D adds in Acts 1:14 "and children,” so that the women 
who were gathered with the apostles and Jesus' brethren become the 
"wives and families" of the apostles. Whereas Luke plays down the 
ecclesial leadership activity of women but underlines the support of 
prominent women for the Christian mission, Codex D eliminates 
them totally. In Acts 17:4 it rewrites "and not a few of the noble 
women” in such a way that these women become the wives of the 
noble men; in Acts 17:12 it also effaces the emphasis of the original 
text on the noble women. Likewise in Acts 17:34, which refers to a 
woman convert by the name of Damaris in Athens, D eliminates the 
woman's name completely, while in Acts 18:26 it mentions Aquila 
before Priscilla probably to make sure that Aquila is viewed as the 
primary teacher of Apollos, the eminent Christian missionary from 
Alexandria. 

In conclusion: The inconsistencies in our New Testament sources 
indicate that the early Christian traditioning and redactional pro- 
cesses followed certain androcentric interests and perspectives. 
Therefore, the androcentric selection and transmission of early Chris- 
tian traditions have manufactured the historical marginality of 
women, but they are not a reflection of the historical reality of wom- 
en's leadership and participation in the early Christian movement. It 
is important to note that the redaction of the Gospels and of Acts 
happened at a time when the patriarchalization process of the early 
Church was well underway. Since for various reasons the New Testa- 
ment authors were not interested in extolling women's as well as 
slaves' active participation in the Christian movement, we can as- 
sume methodologically that the early Christian writers transmit only 
a fraction of the possibly rich traditions of women's contributions to 
the early Christian movement. 

Much of the information and traditions about the agency of women 
in the beginnings of Christianity are irretrievable because the patriar- 
chal transmission and redaction process considered such stories and 
information either as insignificant or as a threat to the gradual patriar- 
chalization of the Christian movement. Moreover, the inconsistencies 
between different New Testament writings also indicate such an an- 
drocentric transmission and redaction of early Christian materials 
about women. Most of women's early Christian heritage is probably 
lost and must be extracted from androcentric early Christian records. 
However, since the Gospels were written at a time when other New 
Testament authors clearly were attempting to adapt the role of 
women within the Christian community to that of patriarchal society 
and religion, it is all the more remarkable that not one story or state- 
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ment is transmitted in which Jesus demands the cultural patriarchal 
adaptation and submission of women.” 


Patriarchal Canonization and Function 


While the androcentric transmission and redaction of early Chris- 
tian traditions can be attributed partially to an early Christian 
cultural-political apologetics, the canonization of early Christian writ- 
ings took place at a time when different parts of the church were 
engaged in a bitter struggle for or against women’s leadership. This 
struggle was engendered by the gradual patriarchalization of early 
churches. The textual and historical marginalization of women is also 
a by-product of the “patristic” selection and canonization process of 
Scripture. Therefore, feminist studies in religion must question the 
patristic interpretative model that identifies heresy with women’s 
leadership and orthodoxy with patriarchal church structures. 

The classic understanding of heresy presupposes the temporal pri- 
ority of orthodoxy.” According to Origen all heretics were first ortho- 
dox but then erred from the true faith. Heresy, then, is not only a 
freely chosen defection but also an intended mutilation of the true 
faith. The “orthodox” understanding of history knows that Jesus 
founded the church and gave his revelation to the apostles, who 
proclaimed his teaching to the whole world. By its witness the "'or- 
thodox" church preserves the continuity of revelation in Jesus Christ 
and establishes personal continuity with Jesus and the first apostles 
by maintaining the apostolic succession. 

Since this understanding of Christian beginnings is shared by all 
groups of the early church, they all attempt to demonstrate that their 
group and teaching is in apostolic continuity with Jesus and the first 
disciples.? Montanists, gnostic groups of various persuasions, and 
the patristic church claim apostolic tradition and revelation in order to 
substantiate (and to legitimize) their own authenticity. Both parties, 
the opponents as well as the advocates of the ecclesial leadership of 
women, claim apostolic tradition and succession for such a leader- 
ship.? The advocates point to Mary Magdalene, Salome, or Martha as 
apostolic disciples. They stress the apostolic succession of prophet- 
esses in the Old and New Testament and call attention to the women 
of apostolic times mentioned in Romans 16. They legitimize their 
egalitarian structures of community with reference to Gal 3:28. Others 
preserve the Acts of Paul and Thecla as a canonical book. 

The patriarchal patristic opposition, on the one hand, appeals to 
the example of Jesus who did not commission women to preach or 
admit them to the Last Supper. They quote texts like Gen 2-3, 1 Cor 
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14, the deutero-Pauline household codes, and especially 1 Tim 
2:9-15. Whereas egalitarian groups trace their apostolic authority to 
Mary Magdalene and emphasize that women as well as men have 
received the revelations of the resurrected Christ, patristic authors pit 
the authority of Peter against that of Mary Magdalene. While groups 
that acknowledge the leadership of women search the Old Testament 
Scriptures and the Christian writings for passages that mention 
women, patristic authors attempt to explain away or play down the 
role of women whenever they are mentioned.?! 

Origen, for instance, concedes that women had been prophets, but 
stresses that they did not speak publicly and especially not in the 
worship assembly of the church. Chrysostom confirms that in apos- 
tolic times women traveled as missionaries preaching the gospel, but 
he explains that they could do this only because in the beginnings of 
the church the "angelic condition" permitted it. Whereas the Monta- 
nists legitimize the prophetic activity of women with reference to the 
Scriptures, the extant church orders justify the institution of 
deaconesses which granted women only very limited and subordi- 
nate ecclesial functions in relation to the prophetesses of the Old 
Testament and the primitive church. While women who preached 
and baptized claimed the example of the apostle Thecla, Tertullian 
denounces the Acts of Paul and Thecla as a fraud. This example indi- 
cates that the process of the canonization of early Christian docu- 
ments was affected by the polemics and struggle concerning the lead- 
ership of women in the church. Therefore, the canon reflects a 
patriarchal selection process and has functioned to bar women from 
ecclesial leadership. 

The acid polemics of the Fathers against the ecclesial leadership of 
women and against their teaching and writing books indicate that the 
question of women's ecclesial office was still being debated in the 
second and third centuries C.E. It also demonstrates that the progres- 
sive patriarchalization of church office did not happen without oppo- 
sition, but had to overcome various forms of early Christian theology 
and praxis that acknowledged the leadership claims of women.? We 
owe to these polemics the few surviving bits of historical, though 
prejudiced, information about women's leadership in various groups 
of the early church. Unfortunately, early Christian historiography 
does not understand them as the outcome of a bitter polemic but as 
historically adequate and theologically appropriate information. 

The polemics of the patristic authors against women's ecclesial 
leadership and office ultimately resulted in the equation of women's 
leadership in the church with heresy. This progressive equation of 
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women and heresy had as a consequence the theological defamation 
of Christian women. For example, the author of the book of Revela- 
tion inveighs against an early Christian prophetess whom he 
abuses with the name Jezebel.? This prophet apparently was the 
head of an early Christian prophetic school which had great influence 
and authority in the community of Thyatira. Since the author of Reve- 
lation stresses that despite his warnings and denunciations the 
prophetess still was active within the community, her authority 
seems to have at least equaled that of John whom, in turn, she might 
have perceived as a false prophet. Her influence must have been 
lasting, since Thyatira, in the middle of the second century, became a 
center of the Montanist movement in which prophetesses had signifi- 
cant leadership and influence. 

The attacks of Tertullian indicate how prominent women's leader- 
ship still was toward the end of the second century. Tertullian is 
outraged about the insolence of those women who dared to “teach, to 
participate in theological disputes, to exorcise, to promise healings 
and to baptize.” He argues that it is not permitted for women “to 
speak in the Church, to teach, to baptize, to sacrifice, to fulfill any 
other male function, or to claim any form of priestly functions.” He 
substantiates this exclusion of women from all ecclesial leadership 
roles with a theology that evidences a deep misogynist contempt and 
fear of women. He accuses woman of the temptation not only of man 
but also of the angels. According to him woman is the “‘devil’s gate- 
way" and the root of all sin.” Finally, Jerome attributes to women the 
origin not only of sin but of all heresy. 

Such patristic polemics against women as the source of heresy must 
be seen in the gradual development of the concept of "orthodoxy" in 
early Christianity. This development became necessary because there 
was "never a single, pure, and authentic Christian position as later 
'orthodoxy' would have us believe." Insofar as the writings collected 
and accepted in the New Testament canon were selected and codified 
by the patristic New Testament church, the canon is a record of the 
"historical winners." The selection of those writings which were ap- 
ostolic and those which were not is an outcome of the struggle of the 
patristic church with Marcion, different gnostic groups, and Monta- 
nism. While it was debated for a time whether or not Paul was “gnos- 
tic," his genuine letters were finally accepted and redacted as apos- 
tolic. Moreover, “a representative of emerging classical orthodoxy 
may have edited or composed the letters of 1-2 Tim and Tit in Paul's 
name precisely in order to combat the allegedly Pauline Marcionites 
and to rescue Paul for ‘orthodoxy.’ 
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Considering this patriarchal context for the canonization process a 
hermeneutics of suspicion is called for. The information on women 
found in the surviving canonical texts and the writings of patristic 
orthodoxy are not value-neutral. Rather, they document that the pro- 
gressive patriarchalization of church office did not happen without 
opposition but had to overcome an early Christian theology and tradi- 
tion that acknowledged women's leadership claims. They do not give 
us historically adequate and theologically appropriate information. 
As the outcome of a bitter polemics they indicate the theological- 
patriarchal climate in which early Christian writings were selected 
and became "Holy Scripture." We must, therefore, broaden the 
sources and information we use as a historical and theological basis 
for the reconstruction of early Christian beginnings and for formulat- 
ing the meaning of church. Early Christian history and theology must 
become “ecumenical,” that is, inclusive of all Christian groups. All 
early Christian groups and texts must be tested as to how much they 
preserve and transmit the apostolic inclusivity and equality of early 
Christian beginnings and revelation.” 

The canonization process of early Christian writings has preserved 
not only the patriarchalizing texts of the New Testament but also 
those earliest Christian traditions and texts that still permit us a 
glimpse of the egalitarian-inclusive practice and theology of early 
Christians. These texts are the tip of the iceberg indicating a possibly 
rich heritage now lost to us. Therefore, we must cease interpreting 
the women's passages in the New Testament in isolation from their 
historical-ecclesial-social contexts. What is necessary is a systemic in- 
terpretation and historical reconstruction able to make the submerged 
bulk of the iceberg visible. Moreover, it becomes necessary to under- 
stand not only canonical texts but also their subsequent history of 
interpretation and ecclesial-political function. While the so-called pa- 
triarchalizing texts always are used to bolster a patriarchal system and 
the subordination of women in the church or in society, the so-called 
egalitarian texts of the New Testament throughout the centuries have 
sparked a nonpatriarchal Christian vision and praxis. The canon thus 
does not function simply as perpetrator of women's secondary status 
in Christianity but also as a theological critique of this status. 


Androcentric Projection 


While I am not aware of any attempt to apply the analytic-heuristic 
concept of androcentrism to patristic texts, Jacob Neusner has done 
so in order to illuminate the Mishnaic system of "reality building.'?* 
His work shows at once the advantage of a systematic androcentric 
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analysis over and against a topical androcentric analysis of ^woman's 
passages"? and the drawbacks of such an approach for the recon- 
struction of women's history. Although Neusner accepts the feminist 
analytical model of androcentrism, he categorically rejects a feminist 
perspective because “we are not equipped to interpret the Talmud's 
world-view if we bring to it our own.” However, by doing so he fails 
to see that in turning to "anthropology for assistance in formulating 
questions and in gaining perspectives on the Talmudic corpus" he 
adopts implicitly a clearly contemporary perspective on history. 

Neusner rightly rejects most of the studies on women in Judaism 
because they do not take systemic context seriously and therefore 
appear to substitute "lists of catalogues for questions and insight." 
He himself seeks to make sense of the Mishnah's choice of the theme 
of woman, and "what it wishes to say about that theme." In his 
reconstruction of the Mishnah's system Neusner primarily employs 
the analytical category of “woman as the other” or “woman as anom- 
alous." This category was proposed by Simone de Beauvoir and uti- 
lized in the anthropological research of Zimbalist Rosaldo and S. 
Ortner.*! This heuristic concept illuminates the Mishnaic tractate on 
women within the overall system of Mishnah in two respects. 

1. This category can be used because the Mishnaic system is the 
construct of a few rabbinic men and expresses their view of women’s 
place. The social referents of the Mishnaic treatment of women are 
not women but the circle of rabbis who produced the work. More- 
over, it is not women per se, but the points of their transition from the 
hands of one man to that of another that are important. For what 
defines the woman’s status is not whether she may have sexual rela- 
tions, but “with whom she may have them," and what are the conse- 
quences for the natural and supranatural order. According to 
Neusner, therefore, the Mishnaic system on women is also devised to 
deal with the "transfer" of women and the property transactions 
involved therein. Here Neusner moves beyond the analytic category 
of androcentrism to that of patriarchy. Women are excluded from the 
sacred order whenever they are not under patriarchal control. Or 
more positively, women have access to the sacred only in and 
through the patriarchal family: 


So from the recognition of the anomalous character of women we 
find ourselves moving toward the most profound and fundamen- 
tal affirmations of Mishnah about the works of sanctification: the 
foci and the means. Women are sanctified through the deeds of 
men. So too are earth and time, the fruit of the herd and of the 
field, the bed, chair, table, and earth—but in the nature of 
things, women most of all.” 
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Although Neusner repeatedly stresses how important it is to ask the 
right questions he does not analyze critically the androcentrism 
model, since he seems to take at face value its expression of "the 
nature of things." Because of the possible biological determinism un- 
derlying this category, Rosaldo critically revised her previously analy- 
sis of sexual assymetry and pointed out: 


What traditional social scientists have failed to grasp is not that 
sexual assymetries exist but that they are as fully social as the 
hunter's or the capitalist's role, and that they figure in the very 
facts, like racism and social class, that social science claims to 
understand.? 


But if it is not in the "nature of things" that women are defined and 
legitimized in relation to, and as possession of, men, then Mishnah's 
definition of women's place in the sacred cosmos must be seen for 
what it is: a social-theological projection of men. Neusner makes it 
quite clear that Mishnah does not speak about the actual life of Jewish 
women in the second century but that it "is a man's document and 
imagines a man's world. Women have rights protected by men and 
Heaven alike. . . . Man is the center." ^ Therefore, Neusner insists 
again and again that Mishnah's system would be totally misunder- 
stood if it were construed as historical information about Jewish 
women. Mishnah is not a description of Jewish life, but is prescriptive 
and imaginative. It speaks for and on behalf of the rabbinical circle 
that produced it in order to show "how the world should be." Only in 
later times will the Israelite world come to approximate and even to 
conform to Mishnah's vision of reality. 

Thus, according to Neusner, the trajectory of the Priestly Code (Lev 
1-15), the Holiness Code (Lev 17-26), the theological vision of 
Qumran, and the Mishnah express a cultic understanding of life that 
articulates an androcentric interpretation of the world and of God's 
intention. In this perspective women are excluded from the cult and 
the centers of holiness. They can become holy only by entering the 
sacred space of man. Women as women are therefore an anomaly and 
a threat to the sacred order. The Mishnaic system is thus developed in 
order to control the irregular and anomalous aspects of women's 
position not only on earth but also in heaven. The contemporaneous 
patristic cultification of Christian leadership and community needs to 
be seen in this context and in the same light. 

2. According to Mishnah women can enter the sacred space only by 
being associated either with a father or husband, that is, by being 
integrated into the patriarchal order. Here it becomes evident that 
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"Mishnah is produced within and can only imagine a patriarchal 
society. Its legislation on women to begin with expresses the values of 
that society.” The most crucial moments in a patriarchal system of 
control are, however, those of transition. Therefore, for someone 
who seeks to understand this system the most important question to 
ask is: why did the handful of men who wrote the Mishnah feel 
compelled to project such a vision of the sacred order? 

Interestingly enough, Neusner does not raise this question with 
respect to Mishnah’s Division on Women. However, he does so with 
respect to the Division on Purities. In his opinion, the historical expe- 
rience that all sacred space and Israelite boundaries were violated 
moved the rabbis to "construct boundaries which never again will be 
transgressed.” In doing so the rabbis extended the cultic order of 
purity to all of Israelite life. “What one does because he is clean, is eat 
his ordinary meals as if he were a priest, and what he cannot do 
because he is unclean is join with those who eat like priests.’”*° Yet 
such an extension of sacral space to everyday life had become neces- 
sary only because of the historical situation that had destroyed Israel- 
ite sacral boundaries. 

Neusner does not contemplate a similar argument for the Mishnaic 
Division of Women, although he refers to a marriage contract of a 
prosperous woman found in the Cave Letters of Bar Kokhba.” He 
concludes from this that "any picture of the Israelite women of the 
second century as chattel and dumb animal hardly accords with the 
activities revealed in the legal documents of Babata.’” Yet he never 
confronts this insight with his systemic analysis of women in the 
social world projected by the authors of the Mishnah. Insofar as 
Neuser fails to raise this question his analysis cannot but reconfirm 
the prejudice that Jewish culture and religion are patriarchal to the 
core. A systemic analysis of texts produced by men that confines its 
interpretation to these texts must necessarily remain within the 
boundaries of their androcentric perspective. 

In order to move from androcentric text to the social-religious life of 
women, the historian must seek the social reality producing these 
texts. Could it be that the rabbis’ "reality building" and androcentric 
projection in Mishnah were the response to a social-political current 
within the first and second century that allowed women to question 
and undermine the traditional hegemony of the patriarchal social 
order? Neusner's reference to Babata indicates that this might have 
been the case, but he does not explore this possibility. 

In conclusion: In discussing Greco-Roman writers' statements on 
women, K. Thraede has pointed to several very important method- 
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ological rules for dealing with the information of androcentric texts.” 
First, these texts should never be seen in isolation but always in their 
immediate textual contexts. Second, these texts should also always be 
analyzed in their specific social-political context in order to establish 
their "function." Third, especially normative texts often maintain that 
something is a historical fact and a given reality although the opposite 
is the case. The last insight is supported by feminist scholars of Amer- 
ican history who have analyzed the sermons and ethical instructions 
of the clergy on women's nature, place, and behavior in the last two 
centuries. They have shown that androcentric injunctions become 
more detailed and numerous with the growth of the women's move- 
ment in society. It would therefore be a methodological mistake to 
take androcentric-patriarchal texts at face value. Neusner's analysis 
has amply proven this. However, it has also shown that a systemic 
analysis of androcentric texts does not suffice. It has to be comple- 
mented by a feminist hermeneutics of suspicion that understands 
androcentric texts as ideological articulations of men expressing, as 
well as maintaining, patriarchal historical conditions. 

Androcentric texts and documents do not mirror historical reality, 
report historical facts, or tell us how it actually was. As androcentric 
texts our early Christian sources are theological interpretations, argu- 
mentations, projections, and selections rooted in a patriarchal cul- 
ture. Such texts must be evaluated historically in terms of their own 
time and culture and assessed theologically in terms of a feminist scale 
of values. A careful analysis of their androcentric tendencies and 
patriarchal functions, nevertheless, can provide clues for the histori- 
cal discipleship of equals in the beginnings of Christianity. These 
clues can help us to construct a historical model of interpretation that 
does justice to the egalitarian as well as the patriarchalizing tenden- 
cies and developments in the early church. 


Historical Imagination and Androcentric Texts 


A last methodological issue needs to be raised here, one that is 
much discussed among women in the churches. Discovering that 
some early Christian writings are less androcentric, and that they 
contain more materials on women than others, scholars have postu- 
lated female authorship for such writings. Paul Achtemeier™ has sug- 
gested that Mark might have been written by a woman; Leonard 
Swidler*! has proposed that Luke's special source is the work of a 
woman, and Stevan Davies” has suggested that the apocryphal Acts 
were generated by a circle of widows. One of the earliest and most 
carefully worked out proposals was that of Adolf Harnack,? who 
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argued that Priscilla and Aquila are the most likely authors of He- 
brews. Such a suggestion has great historical probability and cannot 
be ruled out a priori. Yet the suggestion of female authorship does 
not overcome the androcentric character of the writings. 

The suggestion of female authorship, however, has great 
imaginative-theological value because it opens up the possibility of 
attributing the authority of apostolic writings to women and of claim- 
ing theological authority for women. However, the authorship dis- 
cussions in New Testament studies have shown that they center on 
issues of authority but have very little analytical value for historical 
reconstructions. Moreover, a look at writings attributed to women in 
antiquity or written by women today indicates that these works are 
not necessarily written differently and do not always espouse differ- 
ent values from those written by men. Women as well as men are 
socialized into the same androcentric mind-set and culture. Only if 
one would claim a clearly definable innate feminine quality of cogni- 
tion could one establish "feminine" as essentially different from 
"masculine" authorship. Yet such an attempt would only perpetuate 
the prejudices and sexual assymetry created by the androcentric cul- 
tural mind-set. In short, it seems helpful to conjecture female author- 
ship for early Christian canonical writings in order to challenge the 
androcentric dogmatism that ascribes apostolic authorship only to 
men. However, the conjecture of female authorship does not in and 
by itself suggest a feminist perspective of the author. All early Chris- 
tian writings, whether written by women or by men, more or less 
share the androcentric mind-set and must be analyzed and tested 
critically as to how much they do so. 

In order to break the hold of the androcentric text over our histori- 
cal imagination, however, I have found it helpful to encourage stu- 
dents to write stories or letters from the perspective of leading 
women in early Christianity. Needless to say, such an exercise in 
historical imagination reflects our own knowledge and presupposi- 
tions about early Christian origins. Yet such an exercise helps to 
relativize the impact of androcentric texts and their unarticulated pa- 
triarchal mind-sets. The following "apocryphal" letter of the apostle 
Phoebe written by one of my students? can highlight the educational 
and imaginative value of retelling and rewriting biblical androcentric 
texts from a feminist critical perspective: 


Phoebe, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, called to 
preach the Good News, to all the saints, my sisters and my broth- 
ers, who are at Cenchreae: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Creator, Jesus our Wis- 
dom, and the Spirit our Power. 
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I thank God each day as I think of you all, remembering how 
together we came to hear the Good News and how often we 
rejoiced that we have become one in Christ Jesus. May God, 
Mother and Father, Friend and Consoler, fill you with all love, all 
gentleness, all joy, and all faithfulness as you walk each day in 
the shelter of the Spirit. 

Junia and Andronicus returned from my beloved Cenchreae 
but two days ago and brought your welcomed greetings. It sad- 
dens me to be so long away from you, but know it is only so that 
the work in Christ Jesus may prosper. My experiences here have 
been fruitful —there are so many stories about Jesus that we have 
not yet heard, and the churches here are so anxious to share 
teachings. What a far cry from our churches in Corinth! Has 
Paul's visit helped heal the bitterness in any way? 

We met with him in Miletus on his way back to Jerusalem— 
thank you for your generous gifts to our brothers and sisters 
there—but he was not too friendly. My words with him after we 
had received his letter were not well received I fear! More of that 
later. We fear for his safety; the parting was one of many tears. 
Despite our differences, we did embrace and commend each 
other to God. Remember to pray daily that he will be strength- 
ened in the service of Christ Jesus. On your behalf I sent greet- 
ings to Mary of Magdala and Simon Peter in Galilee, rejoicing 
with them in their work and exhorting them to make peace with 
each other. Each letter from Jerusalem brings further news of 
their disputes—indeed of scandal to all the saints. Peter so stub- 
bornly refuses to listen to Mary, even though he himself so often 
tells how she brought him the first news of the Risen Lord. 
Mary's patience has been exemplary— Peter can be infuriating at 
times yet she always responds calmly. It can only come from her 
confidence born on that Easter Sunday morning. What a source 
of encouragement she is to all the saints, and what a privilege her 
community has in having such a leader. 

The letters and messengers from Antioch are just as welcomed 
here as they are by you. There are so many stories and sayings of 
Jesus, and the disciples so love to retell them. Sometimes I won- 
der if we should not write them down lest some would become 
lost. It seems that Mary's people have collected sayings of our 
Teacher and use them in their preaching and prayer. We must 
consider doing that when I return. Two new stories have come 
from the disciples in Galilee. How necessary it is for the saints to 
share, and how valuable it is to have our missionaries and 
prophets move from church to church. Junia told me that Miriam 
the prophet had visited our church and led in the breaking of the 
bread while she was there. She remarked the coincidence—the 
reading you had settled for the day had been from the first Book 
of Kings, and Miriam noted how Huldah's word from Yahweh 
concerning the book of the Torah could well be her word con- 
cerning the fulfillment of the Torah in Christ Jesus. 

But to return to the new stories—the first one concerns Jesus' 
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meeting with a Gentile woman who requested that he cure her 
litle daughter who was possessed. He refused, reiterating his 
claim to have come first to the Jews, but she persisted, turning 
his argument against him. Recognizing the wisdom of her words, 
Jesus then healed the little girl. I cannot remember any other 
story where someone convinced Jesus to change his mind. How 
fortunate for us Gentiles that he has come not only for the Jews! 
The second story is one I would like to discuss with Paul who 
lately seems so concerned with putting women back in "their 
proper places." He is so taken up with giving a good impression 
to the pagans that he is reverting to his rabbinic prejudices I 
think. As if the proper place of woman was in the home bearing 
children—“woman is the glory of man" indeed! Surely with his 
background he would know where Genesis puts woman: "in the 
image of God he created them; male and female he created 
them." What a strange man he is. In his letter to us he so firmly 
emphasized the equality of woman and man in marriage; in the 
same letter he raged on and on about hairstyles in the assembly. 

To return to the story. After a woman in praising Jesus had 
said, "Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that you 
sucked," Jesus answered, “Blessed rather are those who hear the 
word of God and keep it.” If only more of our people would see 
that this doing the will of God is important, whether you are 
woman or man. That is what determines our equality and re- 
stores the "order" of creation. 

And yet I cannot be too disheartened with Paul. He did refrain 
from writing to us about women keeping silence in the assem- 
bly. Yes, it's true! Some of the saints were encouraging him to do 
that. Do you remember his reading to us from his letter to the 
Roman church before he sent it? His words on the gifts—“Hav- 
ing gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use 
them’’—are so important if the churches are to grow in the 
knowledge of God. Surely that and not "the good order" will 
lead others to the truth. And, even more pointed, are these 
words from his letter to our Galatian neighbours: “For as many of 
you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus." I do 
fear that some people hear, not these words of Paul which so 
clearly reflect the attitude and teaching of Jesus our Wisdom, but 
hear instead his returns to the past before he received the free- 
dom of the Spirit. I shudder to think that some time in the future 
a leader of one of the churches will say, "Gentiles, slaves, and 
women cannot become part of the ministry of the Word because 
Jesus did not entrust the apostolic charge to them." When I said 
that to Paul, he laughed uproariously and exclaimed, “Phoebe, 
you are a person with the strangest notions! If any of my letters 
do survive, only someone bewitched will fail to see the difference 
between my preaching of the Good News and my ramblings 
about cultural problems and situations. People from another age 
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will easily disregard the cultural trappings and get to the heart of 
the message." If only that distinction were as clear to the rest of 
us as it is to Paul! 

My beloved people, how much more I have to say to you, but it 
must wait until I return. I know from Junia and Andronicus that, 
in my absence, you have continued to devote yourselves to the 
breaking of the bread and prayers, remembering my teaching to 
you and encouraging each other in humility. Continue to go to 
the churches in Corinth, reminding them of the love they should 
have for one another. Perhaps, by your example, they will cease 
from factions and disagreements, and become, as we are all 
called to become, one body in Christ Jesus. 

The saints from the church in Rome send greetings to you all. 
Prisca and Aquilla greet Apollos and tell him of their joy in hear- 
ing how faithfully he has spread the Good News. Junia and An- 
dronicus greet you and thank you for the kindness you showed 
them in their stay with you. Greet Chloe for me and the church 
which meets in her house. Greet Stephanas through whom I first 
received the faith. Achaicus will bring this letter to you; welcome 
him home with heart-filled joy. 

May my love be with you all in the Spirit. 
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Chapter 3 


Toward a Feminist Model 
of Historical Reconstruction 


[: a feminist reconstruction of history can no longer take patriarchal 
texts at face value but must critically interpret them in a feminist 
perspective, the notion of history as “what actually has happened" 
becomes problematic. Although scholars have widely abandoned this 
notion, it still dominates religious instruction, dogmatic books, and 
ecclesiastical statements. The psychological strength of fundamental- 
ism is derived from such an understanding of the Bible as a histori- 
cally accurate record of God's will.! Yet biblicist certainty is based not 
only upon an outdated theological understanding of biblical revela- 
tion but also on a historicist misunderstanding of what the Bible is all 
about. As a historical account of the ministry of Jesus or the life of the 
early churches, the biblical writings do not tell us how it actually was 
but how its religious significance was understood. 

Our understanding of early Christian beginnings is usually mono- 
lithic. It is much determined by the Acts of the Apostles, which pic- 
tures a straightforward development from the primitive community 
in Jerusalem founded on Pentecost to the world-wide mission of Paul 
climaxing with his arrival in Rome, the political center of the Greco- 
Roman world. The Pauline epistles are understood not so much as 
historical sources reflecting a much more multifaceted early Christian 
situation fraught with tensions but as theological treatises expound- 
ing and defending the doctrine of justification by faith. 

This biblicist-historicist understanding of early Christian begin- 
nings still prevails in many textbooks and in the consciousness of 
many Christians and theologians. According to this understanding, 
Jesus instituted the church, ordained the twelve, and determined the 
institutional forms of the church. The apostles continued the mission 
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and work of Jesus, and their message in turn is codified in the New 
Testament as Holy Scripture. All later developments are predicated 
on God’s revelation in Scripture, and the true church has never devi- 
ated from the apostolic tradition.? However, such an ideological con- 
struct of early Christian beginnings is no longer scientifically accept- 
able and is theologically destructive of the self-identity of Christian 
women who, according to this portrayal of early Christian develop- 
ment, were members but not leaders within the church. 

Historical-critical scholarship has proven this historicist and unilat- 
eral understanding of early Christian development to be a later theo- 
logical construct. Exegetes, therefore, have sought to replace it with 
other heuristic models and theoretical frameworks that can make the 
diversity of thought and life in early Christianity more intelligible. But 
although most exegetes agree that Jesus did not leave a blueprint? for 
the organization of the church and that the apostolic age was far from 
being "one heart and one soul,” their reconstruction of the actual 
development of early Christianity varies considerably. Questions re- 
garding the historical importance of the twelve, the institution of the 
eucharistic meal and baptism, the relationship between charism and 
office, the difference between apocalyptic and gnostic "enthusiasm," 
the juxtaposition of Paulinism and early Catholicism, the issue of 
apostolic tradition and heresy, as well as the problem of the authority 
and significance of early Christian beginnings for Christians today— 
all are widely debated and have received different answers. 

These scholarly discussions have shown that there is no single way 
of conceptualizing early Christian origins.* Yet insofar as such discus- 
sions are limited to the esoteric circle of scholarship, many women are 
still victims of a monolithic historiography and theology. Only by not 
relinquishing intellectual work and by insisting upon an open discus- 
sion of all the issues generally reserved for the expert— be it scholar or 
priest—will we be able to overcome the elitist character of academy 
and church. 

Just like any good history, the history of early Christianity depends 
on the coherence of a “unifying vision."? In History and Social Theory 
Gordon Leff repeatedly states the criteria for such a good history: 
historical objectivity consists not in "pure" facts or data but in the 
dynamic interrelation between the information gleaned from the 
sources and the unifying vision of the interpreter. Historians gather 
all available evidence, account for its correct use, and order it within a 
reasonable framework. Nevertheless, historians argue from evidence 
as opposed to events accessible to our experience. In the attempt to 
make the past intelligible the historian must go beyond the events in 
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an act of "intellectual re-creation.” In doing so the historian shows at 
once why, for example, "Caesar's crossing of the Rubicon was signifi- 
cant for posterity and what it meant for Caesar and his contempo- 
raries."6 In order to do so the historian must have a theoretical frame 
of reference and must construct a model that is at once a comparative 
and an ideal construct. 


. . the letters on a stone or a piece of parchment or the remains 
of a medieval village or a treatise by a schoolman do not of 
themselves provide more than the data on which the historian 
sets to work; and in order to make them into historical facts, i.e. 
what he [sic] assumes to have been the case—he [sic] has to 
employ a full critical and interpretative apparatus of selection, 
evaluation, interpolation and rejection— which rests upon infer- 
ence as opposed to observation, and hence can never pass be- 
yond a high degree of probability.’ 


Such an exploration of theoretical models and heuristic frame- 
works, however, must not lose sight of the question of women's 
active participation in early Christian beginnings. Therefore, all 
models need to be tested and evaluated as to how much they can 
account not only for the information of our sources on women's 
history but also for the way in which they are able to integrate this 
information in their overall framework so that it transforms andro- 
centric historiography into our common history. An intellectual 
re-creation of early Christian beginnings seeking to make the past 
intelligible must depart from an androcentric historiography that can- 
not do justice to the information of our sources, namely, that women 
were participatory actors in the early Christian churches. Finally, 
such theoretical frameworks adequate to a feminist historiography 
must not only elucidate what it meant for women to become active 
members and leaders in early Christianity but also highlight the his- 
torical significance of women's active involvement in early Christian 
beginnings. 

The recent scholarly interest in the social world of Christian begin- 
nings is such a renewed attempt to find models of historical recon- 
struction. In searching for the social conditions and leading persons 
of the early Christian movement, these studies seek to move from the 
biblical texts to their social contexts. In doing so they continue the 
research for the Sitz im Leben of traditional forms and writings that has 
been a part of the history of traditions research conducted by New 
Testament scholarship in the last three quarters of this century. 

After almost sixty years of focusing predominantly on theological- 
kerygmatic issues, scholarship in the last decade has resumed its 
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search for the social context and matrix of early Christian traditions 
and teachings. Much of New Testament scholarship in the past half 
century has sought to identify the various groups and directions in 
early Christianity by their belief systems? and then to assess them 
according to the dualistic doctrinal model of orthodoxy and heresy. 
Thus, for example, it was recognized that Paul's writings or the Gos- 
pels could only be understood when their Sitz im Leben was fully 
explored, but redaction criticism tended to characterize this setting in 
terms of the belief systems of the Christian communities. It was ar- 
gued, therefore, that Paul insisted on the creational order of women's 
participation in the community, whereas his "opponents" in Corinth 
were "Spirit-enthusiasts" or had a "gnosticizing" theology that de- 
nied the creational differences between men and women. 

The study of the social world of early Christianity seeks to replace 
this dualistic model of opposing belief systems by reconstructing the 
social-sociological setting of early Christian sources and traditions. 
While the form- and redaction-critical approaches focus attention on 
the teachings of the early Christian traditions and writers and con- 
strue the social-cultural contexts of Judaism and Roman Hellenism as 
backgrounds, these studies seek to shift this focus to the life and behav- 
ior of the early Christians. In asking questions such as what was it like 
to become a Christian for a Jewish woman or for a Roman woman? 
what effects did it have on their social relations? how disruptive was 
it for a woman's family or her circle of friends? why did women join 
the early Christian group? the traditional conceptualization of early 
Christianity and its cultural "background" breaks down. A new 
theoretical framework becomes necessary, one that can grasp the dy- 
namic interaction of early Christian beginnings and their cultural- 
sociological settings. 

Students of the social world of early Christianity, therefore, are 
searching for new integrative heuristic models, not to establish a 
"master theory of early Christian evolution" but to achieve an “‘incre- 
ment in historical imagination.''? In a review of recent literature on 
the topic, John Gager has recommended distinguishing between the 
terms social as "designating society or the social order" and "the 
description of the relevant social data" on the one hand, and sociologi- 
cal as “a full range of explanatory theories and hypotheses . . . con- 
cerned with the explanations of social facts" on the other hand.!! Yet 
on the practical level such a distinction breaks down in the recon- 
struction of early Christian history, as Gager’s own review of 
Malherbe and Grant documents. In espousing the discussion of one's 
theoretical models for "explaining" social facts, one does not provide 
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an objective description of social data but simply refrains from the 
articulation of one’s own theoretical framework and interests.” 


Early Christian Beginnings: 
The Disinherited and the Marginal 


The social studies of early Christian beginnings? widely utilize the 
sociological type or abstract model of "sect" in order to make the 
origins of early Christianity intelligible. They seem to have reached a 
consensus that the Jesus-movement in Palestine is best understood as 
a “sectarian” group. 

Following W. Stark, Robin Scroggs has applied the sect typology 
most faithfully to the beginnings of early Christianity in order to 
show "that the community called into existence by Jesus fulfills the 
essential characteristics of the religious sect." It can be shown that 
the Jesus group fulfills all seven characteristics of a sect.? It began as a 
protest (1) rejecting the view of reality taken for granted by the Jewish 
establishment (2). As an egalitarian and not hierarchically ordered 
community (3), it offered love and acceptance to all those who joined 
it, especially the outcast (4). As a voluntary association (5), the Jesus 
group demanded a total commitment (6). Since not all sects are ad- 
ventist, its apocalyptic character shows that the Jesus movement had 
its major roots and support among the disinherited and suffering 
poor (7). Two methodological assumptions by Scroggs are important: 
first, he does not distinguish between the historical Jesus, the hearers 
of the historical Jesus, and the earliest community because, sociologi- 
cally speaking, both groups are basically the same. Second, he de- 
velops his argument in terms of a peasant rather than an impover- 
ished urban group, because most of the synoptic traditions reflect an 
agrarian setting. Scroggs therefore stresses that the term sect ought 
not to be misunderstood as counter-term to church but as counter- 
term to the wider society, the "world." In this sense the Jesus move- 
ment was a countercultural movement. 

Whereas Scroggs’s typology is somewhat generalized, S. R. Isen- 
berg and John Gager have attempted independently to specify the 
sectarian character of the Jesus group as a millenarian movement. 
Isenberg has proposed that the Pharisees, the Essenes, and other 
groups in Greco-Roman Palestine were seeking access to religious 
power in different ways because they felt blocked off from its media, 
the Temple cult or the Torah.!é Such millenarian groups—among 
them the Jesus movement—developed according to the following 
pattern: the feeling of deprivation, a concrete testing of their new 
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beliefs about religious power, the appearance of a millenarian 
prophet during this process, and finally consolidation or dissolution. 
According to Isenberg, the Teacher of Righteousness at Qumran, as 
well as Jesus and Paul, were such millenarian prophets who claimed 
religious power outside the normal channels of power in Judaism. 

Likewise, Gager claims that early Christian beginnings show all 
five traits of millenarian movements: the promise of heaven on earth 
in the immediate future; the reversal or overthrow of the present 
social order; a terrific release of emotional energy in ecstatic behavior; 
a brief life span of the movement; and most importantly, the central 
role of the charismatic leader or prophet. His emphasis on the mille- 
narian prophet allows for a central role for Jesus as well as for the 
apocalyptic character of early Christian traditions. Therefore, Gager 
maintains that early Christianity was a movement of the disinherited 
and disprivileged. He reconciles this assumption with Pliny’s remark 
that Christianity had attracted persons “of every social rank" by in- 
troducing the concept of "relative deprivation."" The category of 
disprivileged persons, therefore, also includes “alienated” or "'disaf- 
fected" persons among whom could be intellectuals, women, for- 
eigners, provincials or former slaves, who need not be economically 
poor. While Isenberg locates the millenarian character of the Jesus 
movement in the deprivation of and in the quest for religious power, 
Gager locates it in the quest for social power. 

However, Gager does not distinguish between the Jesus movement 
in Palestine and the early Christian missionary communities in the 
urban centers of the Greco-Roman world. But such a distinc- 
tion does become the basis for the social reconstruction of Gerd 
Theissen.” Theissen's sociological model is functionalist and relies 
for its reconstruction of the Jesus movement primarily on conflict 
analysis. But whereas his analysis of the Jesus movement is "based 
on a sociological theory of conflict," for the reconstruction of early 
Christian beginnings in a Hellenistic urban society, he advocates “a 
sociological theory of integration." In the Hellenistic setting the chief 
stress was laid on the life of the local communities, whose leading 
members belonged to “more privileged classes." These communities 
existed in cities, and were not in opposition to the values of their 
society. "Love patriarchalism" best characterizes their religious-social 
atmosphere. 

Jesus had "called into being a movement of wandering charis- 
matics" but did not found local communities. These wandering char- 
ismatics shaped the Jesus traditions and their radical ethos. They are 
characterized by homelessness, lack of family, renunciation of pos- 
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sessions, and the relinquishment of defense. Like the wandering 
Cynic philosophers, the early Christian charismatics "seem to have 
led a vagabond existence" and to have chosen the role of outsiders. 
The organizational and economic base for this movement of itinerant 
preachers was provided by the local sympathizers who remained 
within the societal structures of Judaism. 


They were less obviously the embodiment of the new element 
which had emerged within earliest Christianity, and a variety of 
obligations and ties entangled them in the old situation. It was 
rather the homeless wandering charismatics who handed on 
what later was to take independent form as Christianity.?? 


Some critical issues must be raised. In Theissen's interpretation the 
followers of Jesus were not poor, disinherited, or alienated, as 
Scroggs and Gager have claimed. Rather, they chose to renounce their 
possessions, whereas the local sympathizers who did not do so are 
assigned a "secondary" Christian status. However, W. Stegemann's 
careful analysis of Theissen's textual basis has shown that the earliest 
followers of Jesus did not choose a different social status, "the out- 
sider,” but lived a different religious ethos.” The Cynic-image of the 
disciples of Jesus is later and especially prevalent in the interpretation 
of Luke. Their rejection of "family and possessions" was rewarded 
with a new kinship relationship, the community (Mark 10:30). It must 
not be overlooked that such a rejection of the family is, for Q, not an 
ascetic norm but a dire necessity because of the hatred that the con- 
fession of Jesus evoked (Matt 10:35). 

Theissen himself had previously characterized the supporters of 
the itinerant charismatics as "those who themselves stood on the 
margin of society," while the transmitters of the Jesus traditions were 
seen as those "on the lower rung of society.” Yet in his book he 
characterizes them exclusively in terms of "their complementary rela- 
tionship” to the charismatics,? in order to maintain his distinction 
between the ethical radicalism of the Jesus movement and the inte- 
grative love patriarchalism of the Christian communities in the Helle- 
nistic world. However, it must be pointed out that this difference in 
early Christian ethos may well be produced by Theissen's chosen 
form of sociological analysis (conflict analysis for Palestine; integra- 
tion for the Hellenistic centers). Early Christian apologetic literature 
as well as pagan attacks on Christians still seem to perceive the rela- 
tionship of early Christianity with its society in terms of conflict, even 
during the second century. 


TOWARD A FEMINIST MODEL OF HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION * 75 


In conclusion: The sociological studies of the Jesus movement con- 
verge in the sociological classification of the earliest Christian begin- 
nings in Palestine as an "aggressive," "revolutionist," or millenarian 
type of sectarian movement. However, only Gager includes the earli- 
est Christian missionary communities in the Greco-Roman world in 
this description, while Scroggs does not discuss them, and Theissen 
maintains that they are structurally very different from the itinerant 
radicals who have shaped the Jesus traditions. His claim that the 
Christian movement in the urban centers of the Greco-Roman world 
is integrative and not conflictual needs to be tested by a sociological 
analysis that applies the same conflict analysis to the evidence about 
these communities. 

1. Meek’s analyses of Pauline Christianity seem to point to a funda- 
mental ambiguity in the Pauline letters: on the one hand, the Chris- 
tian community is understood as an eschatological sect, with a strong 
sense of group boundaries, but on the other hand, it is an "open sect 
concerned not to offend those outside but to attract them to its mes- 
sage." ?* It is still open, therefore, whether the early Christian urban 
movement is a different type of sect, or whether it accentuates differ- 
ent aspects of the same type, or whether it is in transition from one 
type to the other. Its conflictual-protest character vis-à-vis the Greco- 
Roman "world" can, however, not be ruled out by definition. 

2. The sociological location of the Jesus group owes its classifica- 
tions to Weber and Troeltsch, although it modifies their classifica- 
tions. In addition, one must keep in mind that sect or millenarian 
movement is a classification that describes typical but not particular 
relationships between society and religion. Moreover, Yinger has 
pointed especially to three weaknesses of the system developed by 
Troeltsch, and these must be kept in mind in the reconstruction of 
early Christian beginnings. He argues that a dichotomous typology 
does not allow for the many mixtures and shades of the real world. 
Church and sect should therefore not be understood as opposites but 
as end points on a continuum with intermediate points in between. 
Further, Troeltsch did not adequately discuss the conditions in which 
various types of religious organizations were most likely to occur. 
Finally, in order to describe the full range of the data three criteria 
need to be added: (i) the degree to which the religious group is inclu- 
sive of members of society; (ii) the extent to which the group accepts 
values and structures of society; and (iii) the context to which an 
organization integrates a number of units and creates a bureaucracy.” 

3. All three analyses of the Jesus movement seem to underline the 
a-familial or antifamilial character of the earliest Christian groups. It 
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seems that this aspect provides a fruitful entry point for the analysis 
of women's role in this movement. However, although all scholars 
are concerned in one way or another with the question of what it was 
like to become or to be an (ordinary) Christian in the first century, 
none of them raises the question of what it was like for a woman in 
Palestine, or a Jewish woman in Corinth, or a gentile woman in 
Galatia to join the early Christian movement. 


Consolidation and Institutionalization: Love Patriarchalism 


Although sociologists and anthropologists vary widely in their clas- 
sification and delineation of the sect type, they virtually agree that a 
brief life span is inherent in the sect type and millenarian movement. 
However, it is not quite clear why some millenarian movements dis- 
appear completely after the first upswell of enthusiasm whereas oth- 
ers persist and live on in different forms. Gager therefore states cate- 
gorically that Christianity survived, but not as a millenarian cult,” 
and he asks, "What went wrong with early Christianity so that it not 
only survived the failure of its initial prophecies but did so in a spec- 
tacular fashion?" 

The hermeneutical implications of this sociological judgment are 
spelled out in his discussion of Gal 3:28. He reads this statement as 
"the prototype of millenarian ethics" and goes on to muse: 


In light of Paul's radical stance, as expressed in this and other 
passages, it may seem ironic that mainstream Christianity chose 
finally to exclude women from all important cultic roles and in 
the process often cited the authority of Paul. But to say that the 
churches failed to translate his program into reality is to belabor 
the obvious. For millenarian movements fail by definition, and 
those that survive do so under substantially new circumstances. ”8 


He concedes that Christian groups like Montanism and Marcionism 
"carried forward the primitive ideal," yet he labels these “heresies.” 
He seems to assume that their praxis did not (at least in this point) 
continue the millenarian ethos of the earliest Christian movement, 
although in a later chapter he rejects the traditional theological view 
of heresy as deviation from the orthodox Christian ethos. 

In discussing the social constituency of early Christianity, however, 
Gager accepts the consensus among classicists on the social question 
which is contrary to his assumption of the short life expectancy of a 
sect. This consensus maintains that, on the one hand, "for more than 
two hundred years Christianity was essentially a movement among 
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the disprivileged" and, on the other hand, "its appeal among these 
groups depended on social as much as ideological considerations.'?? 
Thus the social conditions and appeal of early Christianity as a sectar- 
ian protest against the existing social order did not change for more 
than two hundred years. 

Switching from a millenarian to a Weberian analysis, Gager raises 
the question of the consolidation and success of Christianity. At the 
outset he states again that the development of early Christianity does 
not quite conform to that of a millenarian sectarian movement since 
its antinomian, charismatic tendencies persisted for such a long time. 
He notes that consolidation of office and structures took place only in 
the second half of the first century, and even then were actively 
resisted by a number of people. Only at the beginning of the second 
century do we find early Christian writers insisting on structured 
local office (see the Pastorals, Ignatius, 1 Clement). However, he does 
not discuss whether these writings are descriptive of ecclesial office or 
whether they are prescriptive texts advocating one type of leadership 
over another. The primary leadership of prophets and its elimination 
needs to be explored here. 

With Weber, Gager claims that the survival of any religious com- 
munity lies in the "transition from no rules to new rules” and asks us 
to accept this as "a fundamental law." Therefore, we may not “‘la- 
ment the routinization of the primitive enthusiasm that characterizes 
all charismatic or millenarian movements in their second generation 
and sometimes even earlier.'?? Moreover, routinization of charism 
does not mean its elimination. Insofar as charismatic early Christian 
beginnings are codified in the body of Scripture, attempts to renew 
the institutional church can appeal to the biblical memory of its en- 
thusiastic beginnings and thereby spawn new enthusiastic move- 
ments. Thus charismatic authority and the rise of institutional struc- 
tures are "complementary not antithetical." Moreover, anti-Jewish 
polemics, pagan apologetics, and the struggle with heretics are addi- 
tional consolidating factors in the churches’ quest for identity. “Each 
of these represents an indispensable phase in the birth and growth of 
a successful religious movement.'^?! 

In his last chapter, however, Gager raises the question of success 
once more, albeit with a different approach. After discussing possible 
explanations of the growth and transformation of Christianity, Gager 
reviews the external and internal factors which contributed to this 
outcome. He cites a series of external factors that contributed to the 
rise of Christianity and one single overriding internal factor: “the 
radical sense of Christian community—open to all, insistent on abso- 
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lute and exclusive loyalty, and concerned for every aspect of the 
believer's life. From the very beginning, the one distinctive gift of 
Christianity was this sense of community." ? 

Whether or not one agrees with this statement is not important. 
What is important is that Gager here contradicts his own Weberian 
analysis. The distinctive gift of Christianity was the vision of commu- 
nity expressed in Gal 3:28, not as a millenarian ideal but as a commu- 
nal reality. Moreover, it must be asked whether it is legitimate to 
speak of Christianity in the singular or whether we have to speak of 
Christianities or Christian communities. Whether or not these early 
Christian groups were "church," denomination, established sects, 
sectarian movements, or charismatic sects—and which groups were 
what— needs to be explored much more carefully. Finally, it becomes 
necessary to distinguish between three basic types of sect: the aggres- 
sive or revolutionist, the avoidance or introversionist, and the accept- 
ance or gnostic type, together with all their shades of interaction. 
While form criticism and redaction criticism have developed a plural- 
istic model for New Testament Christianity, the studies of the social 
world seem to have done so insufficiently. Instead, these studies too 
easily fall back into the theological dichotomy of orthodoxy and her- 
esy, which in turn becomes equated with church and sect. 

While Gager names the "sense of community" as the distinctive 
gift of Christianity, Theissen has identified this integrative power 
of Christianity as "love patriarchalism" in contradistinction to the 
conflict-producing ethical radicalism of the Jesus movement. In doing 
so he introduces an analytic concept adopted from Troeltsch (patriar- 
chalism),? in order to explain the interaction of wealthy and powerful 
people with those of lower status within the Christian communities of 
the Hellenistic world. The theoretical model is the vision of the patri- 
archal oikos or familia with its structured hierarchies and differentiated 
roles. 

The Christian religious ingredient is agapeic love which reduces 
frictions and leads to a "willing acceptance of given inequalities." It 
makes these inequalities "fruitful for the ethical values of personal 
relationships." In other words, the "gift" of Christianity to the Greco- 
Roman world is the internalization of the status inequalities and 
structural hierarchies typical of a patriarchal society. An analysis of 1 
Corinthians, according to Theissen, shows that Paul is not interested 
in a reform or revolution of the social order but in its transformation 
and sublimation to a more fundamental plane. Troeltsch says: 


As stewards of God the great must care for the small, and as 
servants of God the little ones must submit to those who bear 
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authority; and since in so doing both meet in the service of God, 
inner religious equality is affirmed and the ethical possession is 
enlarged by the exercise of the tender virtues of responsibility for 
and of trustful surrender to each other. It is undeniable that this 
ideal is perceived dimly by Paul and only by means of this ideal 
does he desire to alter given conditions from within outwards, 
without touching their external aspect at all.?* 


It is important to note that Theissen does not derive his under- 
standing of the integrative power of Liebespatriarchalismus either from 
a critical analysis of this heuristic concept and its social implications or 
from an analysis of the text, but rather superimposes this model on 
the text, especially on 1 Corinthians. Yet he asserts that because of 
this "tempered social conservatism” of love patriarchalism, Christian- 
ity was successful in the second and third centuries over and against 
Montanism and gnosticism because it was able to attract the masses.” 
Moreover, where antiquity sought to solve conflict-producing ethical 
radicalism with the philosophical vision of the equality of all free 
citizens, Christian love patriarchalism offered a different integrative 
pattern: the basic inner equality of all "in Christ" while the basic 
social differences and hierarchies in the political and ecclesial order 
were maintained.?é 

Theissen sums up his view of early Christian development: 


If one follows the transmission of Jesus' sayings in early Chris- 
tianity, three social forms of early Christian faith are apparent: 
itinerant radicalism, love patriarchalism, and gnostic radicalism. 
In them the three types are seen whose development Troeltsch 
follows through the entire history of Christianity— sect, estab- 
lished church, and spiritualism. The ethos of itinerant radicalism 
repeatedly came to life in sect-type movements such as Monta- 
nism, Syrian itinerant asceticism, the mendicant monks of the 
middle ages and the left wing of the Reformation. Gnostic radi- 
calism was expressed in recurring individualistic and mystic con- 
venticles within and outside the church. But we have to thank 
Christian love patriarchalism for the lasting institution of the 
church. With success and wisdom it tempered early Christian 
radicalism sufficiently so that the Christian faith became a life- 
style that could be practiced collectively.? 


He concedes that this love patriarchalism was enacted with more 
violence than love against those who did not comply; nevertheless, 
he declares it a social, historical necessity for the survival of Christian- 
ity. To state it crudely: the church is not built on prophets and apos- 
tles, who as charismatics belong to the "radical" tradition, but on love 
patriarchalism, that is, on the backs of women, slaves, and the lower 
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classes. Not only is history written by the winners, it is also made by 
them. 

Theissen's judgment is echoed by Elaine Pagels who locates the 
struggle between the gnostics and the orthodox, sociologically, as a 
struggle between "'those restless inquiring people who marked out a 
solitary path of self-discovery and the institutional framework that 
gave to the great majority of people religious sanction and ethical 
direction for their daily lives." Although she differs from Theissen in 
her sociological heuristic model, she agrees with his evaluation: 


Had Christianity remained multiform, it might well have disap- 
peared from history, along with dozens of rival religious cults of 
antiquity. I believe that we owe the survival of Christian tradition 
to the organizational and theological structure that the emerging 
church developed. Anyone as powerfully attracted to Christian- 
ity as I am will regard that as a major achievement. ° 


In conclusion: The dominant sociological model for the reconstruc- 
tion of early Christian beginnings explains the process of gradual 
ecclesial patriarchalization which entails the historically necessary de- 
velopment from charism to office, from Paulinism to early Catholi- 
cism, from a millenarist radical ethos to a privileged Christian estab- 
lishment, from the radical Jesus movement within Judaism to an 
integrative love patriarchalism within the Hellenistic urban communi- 
ties, from the egalitarian charismatic structures of the beginning 
to the hierarchical order of the Constantinian church. Unlike the 
orthodoxy-heresy model, this interpretative framework does not jus- 
tify the patriarchalization process of the early church on theological 
grounds but argues for it in terms of sociological and political factors. 


Critical Evaluation 


A critical evaluation of the sociological reconstructions of early 
Christian history needs to point to three methodological problems. 

1. When reconstructing the Jesus movement scholars seem to de- 
velop the heuristic model of "sect or millenarian" movement over 
and against "the world" and total culture, while in their description 
of the consolidation of the early Christian movement the sect-church 
model seems to loom large. Such a theoretical shift may be justified 
but it is not critically reflected. 

In a review of the results of Theissen's sociological reconstructions 
Leander Keck, therefore, has proposed to introduce the notion of 
"ethos" into the discussion. He defines ethos as a "Gestaltic term,” 
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gathering up into itself the practices and habits, assumptions, prob- 
lems, values, and hopes of a community’s lifestyle.” He suggests, 
therefore, that we have to reconceptualize our understanding of early 
Christianity's cultural "background" or “‘influences.’’*° For example, 
most books on women in early Christianity discuss in a first chapter 
the cultural background or context of early Christian beginnings by 
pointing out the status and role of women in Greece, Hellenism, 
Rome, or Judaism. They do so in order to show that although the 
status of early Christian women was patriarchally conditioned, it was 
also much better than that of women in Greece or of Jewish women. 

Thinking in terms of the ethos of a group, Keck suggests, would 
lead us not to ask for the influences of the cultural background on 
early Christian groups but to raise the question how much the early 
Christian preachers intruded into the ethos of people. The Hellenistic 
ethos was already in existence and the emerging Christian ethos was 
a foreign element. At this point, Keck appears to relinquish the dis- 
tinction between ethos and culture that he had made in a previous 
article. However, it seems crucial to define the interaction between 
the ethos of emerging groups and that of the established culture. In 
other words, whereas Christians do not shed their cultural mind-set 
totally at their conversion, they must integrate it with the new self- 
and group-identity that is shaped by the ethos of the group. 

In contrasting Jesus and Paul, Keck attempts to show how these 
two persons have shaped the ethos of two quite different Christian 
communities. Jesus sought to renew and reform an old community, 
while Paul was in the process of creating a new one. Therefore, 
"Jesus' message did not intrude into the ethos of his hearers in the 
same way as did Paul's Gospel." “Jesus was trying to purify an ethos, 
Paul was trying to shape a new one," which, after Paul, gradually 
became the characteristic Christian ethos.*! As a prophet, Jesus re- 
formed Judaism, while Paul was founding the Christian church. 

Methodologically, however, Keck's proposal does not sufficiently 
distinguish between different Christian lifestyles, but speaks of the 
ethos of the early Christians. In doing so he leaves no room for the 
ethos of pre- or non-Pauline missionaries and communities nor for 
the different settings of the Jesus traditions. On the one hand, 2 
Corinthians seems to indicate that Paul's opponents, the so-called 
superapostles, also lived their itinerant lifestyles in the cities; but on 
the other hand, the Jesus traditions were probably written down in 
urban centers for people of the city. In addition, Keck does not ex- 
plore whether Jesus' reform of Judaism was so radical in its implica- 
tions that it engendered the articulation of a new ethos. 
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One must ask whether the existence of itinerant women disciples of 
Jesus can be explained with reference to the rural situation of Pales- 
tine, whether such existence presupposes an abandoning of the cultic 
ethos delineated by Neusner, or whether it is due to an interplay of 
rural society and a noncultic ethos shaped by Jesus and his followers. 
To raise this question leads, furthermore, to a redefinition of the social 
shift that has taken place between Jesus and Paul. It seems that this 
shift should not be located in the opposition between country and 
city, between rural villages and urban centers, but should rather be 
identified as a shift in cultural horizons. 

While the reform ethos of the Jesus movement is articulated in the 
context of Jewish society, culture, and religion, that of Paul is articu- 
lated in the context of Roman Hellenism and has missionary aims. 
The interaction between culture and subculture, dominant ethos and 
emerging ethos is therefore very different for Jesus and Paul. This 
interaction or interplay has produced different forms of Christian 
lifestyle (or ethos) not only within the Jewish but also within the 
Greco-Roman contexts. In using Keck's analytical category of ethos 
one must therefore be careful not to allow it to degenerate into the 
unifying theoretical concept of a life-center operative in the sociology 
of knowledge analysis. The term lifestyle seems less subject to such a 
misunderstanding since it can be conceived not only in terms of a 
plurality of integrative visions of the world but also in terms of the 
actual life-praxis of the early Christians. The cultural differences be- 
tween, for example, Asia Minor, Syria, or Rome and their interaction 
with the emerging Christian movement have generated different 
communal lifestyles. 

2. The assertion of "historical necessity" and "success" are catego- 
ries of assessment derived from our own experience. Such an assess- 
ment equates sociological with theological evaluation. It seems that in 
these studies the sociological concept of "success" has become the 
Archimedean point of theological evaluations. The essential ingredi- 
ent of such success is defined differently by different scholars but still 
monolithically. Implicitly they maintain that, from a sociological- 
political point of view, the gradual patriarchalization of the early 
Christian movement was unavoidable. If the Christian communities 
were to grow, develop, and historically survive, they had to adapt 
and take over the patriarchal institutional structures of their society. 

It is implied that the institutionalization of the charismatic- 
egalitarian early Christian movement had to lead to the patriarchali- 
zation of ecclesial leadership functions—that is, to the exclusion of 
women from church office or to the reduction of their positions to 
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subordinate, feminine, marginal ones. The more the early Christian 
movement became institutionalized the more Christian women had 
to be excluded from church leadership and office. They were rele- 
gated to powerless fringe groups or had to conform to the feminine 
stereotypes of the patriarchal culture. For example, the patristic office 
of widow and deaconess had to limit itself to the service of women, 
and finally disappeared from history. Moreover, these leadership 
functions could no longer be exercised by all women but only by 
those who had overcome their femaleness by choosing to remain 
virgins. 

This assessment of the early Christian development seems to de- 
scribe accurately the consequences and casualties of the gradual pa- 
triarchalization of the Christian church. However, it does not reflect 
on its own theological androcentric presuppositions, since it over- 
looks the fact that the history of early Christianity is written from the 
perspective of the historical winners. For the most part, official Chris- 
tian history and theology reflect those segments of the church which 
have undergone this patriarchalization process and theologically le- 
gitimated it with the formulation of the canon. Insofar as the 
sociological-political model of assessment presents the elimination of 
women from ecclesial office and their marginalization in a patriarchal 
church as a historical necessity, it justifies the patriarchal institution- 
alization process as the only possible and historically viable sociologi- 
cal form of church.” 

Both the androcentric theological model and the patriarchal socio- 
logical models for the reconstruction of early Christian life and com- 
munity presuppose that the process of the patriarchalization of the 
church was historically unavoidable. They claim that early Christian 
theology and praxis, which acknowledged women as equal Chris- 
tians and disciples, was either “heretical” or “charismatic,” and 
hence theologically and historically nonviable. Neither model can 
conceive of a Christian church in which women are equal to men. 
Therefore, it is methodologically necessary to challenge these inter- 
pretative models for the reconstruction of early Christianity and to 
search for a new model which can integrate both egalitarian and 
patriarchal “heretical” and “orthodox” traditions into its own per- 
spective. Since such an interpretative model presupposes and is 
based on the equality of all Christians, it could be called feminist. 

3. The studies of the social world of early Christianity employ an a- 
familial or antifamilial lifestyle as the key analytical concept for the 
Jesus movement, and patriarchalism as the key analytical concept for 
the early Christian communities in the Greco-Roman world. Yet no 
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critical analysis or systematic reflection on these concepts has taken 
place. A feminist critical evaluation, therefore, must point out that the 
progressive patriarchalization of certain segments of the early Chris- 
tian movement deserves further exploration. The historical sociologi- 
cal delineation of the gradual patriarchalization of early Christianity 
that had a different pace and form in various places or groups does 
not prove the historical necessity or theological rightness of such a 
development: it does not call for theological justification but for femi- 
nist theological evaluation. 

Such a feminist critical evaluation of the patriarchalizing dynamics 
in early Christian history is made even more complex by the realiza- 
tion that early Christian history cannot a priori be equated with the 
dominant patriarchal culture, but rather is that of an emerging group 
not yet recognized by the dominant society and religion. A theoretical 
model for the reconstruction of women's early Christian history, 
therefore, must do justice to the fact that early Christian women as 
women were part of a submerged group, and as Christians they were 
part of an emergent group that was not yet recognized by the domi- 
nant patriarchal society and culture. 


The Problem of Women's History 


In the past decade women historians have articulated the theoreti- 
cal problem of how to move from androcentric text to historical con- 
text and of how to write women into history. Scholars of American 
history in particular have pointed out that the task of feminist histori- 
cal interpretation is the placing of the lives of all women at the center 
of historical reconstructions, as women's responses to social changes 
affecting their lives, as well as at the center of women's efforts to 
transform and change societal structures and institutions: 


Feminist historians are asking what it was like to be a woman at 
various times in history and are exploring women's subjective 
responses to their environment. . . . In short, new approaches 
to women's history are attempting to integrate women into the 
mainstream of American historical development rather than iso- 
lating woman as a separate category. 


Women historians, therefore, point out that the literature on 
women in history is too often limited by narrowly focusing on woman 
as a topical or heuristic category rather than by exploring new concep- 
tual frameworks that would allow women to be placed at the center of 
human social relations and political institutions. Feminist historians 
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question the androcentric scholarly evaluation of “historical signifi- 
cance," and they also point out that many historical sources on 
women are not descriptive but prescriptive. Women are neglected in 
the writing of history although the effects of their lives and actions are 
a reality in history. Ideas of men about women, therefore, do not 
reflect women’s historical reality, since it can be shown that ideologi- 
cal polemics about women’s place, role, or nature increase whenever 
women’s actual emancipation and active participation in history be- 
come stronger. 

While theological-historical hermeneutics engendered by the de- 
bate around The Woman's Bible tends to locate feminist meaning of 
Scripture and the biblical past either in the transcendental "some- 
thing more” of androcentric tradition or in the sacred sphere of femi- 
nist Selves escaped from patriarchy, some feminist historians suspect 
the whole androcentric-patriarchal interpretative model of history. 
They reject it as an archaic and almost useless form of reference, 
because it does not allow us to place women in the center of historical 
examination. Nevertheless, neither Mary Beard’s nor Gerda Lerner’s 
heuristic categories of “women as a civilizing force in history"? nor as 
“the forgotten majority’’*° provide a satisfactory theoretical frame- 
work for the reconstruction of women’s history. 

Such a theoretical framework would not only have to “encompass a 
view of women’s historic role as located simultaneously in the center 
of social relations and at the edge of them’’” but also have to explore 
patriarchy as the source of women’s oppression as well as of women’s 
power. Such an interest of women in their own social history is very 
much like colonialized peoples’ interest in unearthing their own past. 


The search to understand collective conditions and the relations 
of race to the dominant society has enabled blacks to locate their 
strengths, their social importance, and the sources of their op- 
pression. Furthermore, this process has provided an analytical 
framework for recognizing their unity through historical experi- 
ence, rather than simply through their racial difference from the 
ruling caste.*® 


Like historians of other oppressed groups and peoples, feminist his- 
torians seek to comb androcentric records for feminist meaning by 
reappropriating the patriarchal past for those who have suffered not 
only its pain of oppression but also participated in its social transfor- 
mation and development. 

Feminist historians, therefore, seek a theoretical framework that 
can maintain the dialectical tension of women’s historical existence as 
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active participants in history as well as objects of patriarchal oppres- 
sion. Since gender dimorphism is generated by such patriarchal op- 
pression, it is not "natural" but social.? Therefore, feminist historians 
reject heuristic concepts such as “biological caste" or “women’s expe- 
rience as essentially different from that of men" because these catego- 
ries render women passive objects of mere biological differences or 
male dominance. They seek instead for heuristic models that explore 
women's historical participation in social-public development and 
their efforts to comprehend and transform social structures. 

Not "biological" sex differences, but patriarchal household and 
marriage relationships generate the social-political inferiority and op- 
pression of women. Patriarchy is rooted in the patriarchal household 
and its property relationships rather than in innate biological differ- 
ences between women and men. Wherever the "private spiere” of 
the patriarchal house is sharply delineated from that of the public 
order of the state, women are more dependent and exploited; while 
in those societies in which the boundaries between the household 
and the public domain are not so sharply drawn, women's positions 
and roles are more equal to those of men. While the public sphere is 
stratified by class differences, the domestic patriarchal sphere is de- 
termined by sexual role differences and dependencies. 

Whereas some scholars of women's history and religion have pos- 
tulated matriarchy as an oppositional structure to patriarchy, such ma- 
triarchal dominance structures, if they can be established at all, must 
be relegated to "prehistory" since recorded history is patriarchal his- 
tory.” Rather than restrict women's historical agency and powers to 
such prehistorical times, some feminist historians seek to construct 
heuristic models that can help us to measure women's power and 
influence within patriarchal history. In order to do so they seek not 
only to restore women to history and history to women?! but also to 
reconceptualize history and culture as the product and experience of 
both women and men. 

Women's experience of solidarity and unity as a social group? is 
not based on their biological differences from men but on their com- 
mon historical experience as an oppressed group struggling to be- 
come full historical subjects.? Such a theoretical framework allows 
women to locate their strength, historical agency, pain and struggle 
within their common historical experiences as women in patriarchal 
society and family. A reconstruction of women's history not based on 
the mere fact of biological sex as a timeless heuristic category, but on 
gender understood in social terms with reference to patriarchal rela- 
tionships of inequality within the private and the public spheres, is 
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also theoretically able to account for the variations of social status, 
class difference, and cultural identity. 

Sociologist Elise Boulding has attempted to reconstruct the macro- 
history of women along the model of underlife and overlife struc- 
tures. While the overlife structures encompass the public-political 
domain usually dominated by men, the underlife structures contain 
the private-domestic sphere generally considered the domain of 
women. The overlife structures are the dominant societal structures, 
into which the underlife structures sometimes can “erupt.” Such pos- 
sibilities of eruption are, for example, female-headed households, 
women's communication networks and groupings, and philo- 
sophical-religious associations. Women are free to move in the public 
domain when they belong to the aristocratic ruling families or to the 
working lower classes or to the destitute, while middle-class women 
are more restricted to the house. For example, Boulding mentions the 
following groups of women in classical Athens who were not con- 
fined to the women’s quarters: older high-status women; poor and 
working women; slaves; foreign women, especially traders; and the 
“intellectuals” or hetairai who also were frequently foreign born.” 
She points out that religion or the church provided public space for 
women’s social learning and interaction. According to her, this fact 
accounts for the important role women have played in the great reli- 
gions. "If women and men share the same public spaces women will 
have a broader kind of training, more varied social reinforcements, 
and a wider range of role models than if the spaces of women are 
restricted.” 

She argues against the assumption that hierarchical dominance re- 
lationships are "across-the-board-requirements" for social interac- 
tion. Another mode of relating is egalitarianism, "the most obvious 
alternative to dominance-submission relationships." However, such 
egalitarian relationships are based on “serial reciprocity” or "alternat- 
ing dominance.” That means that on a spectrum of relationships 
egalitarian relationships as "unstable" situations would constitute the 
midpoint, with dominance-submission and altruism at either end.” 
The essential condition of altruism as a social relationship and organi- 
zation demands that the members of a group behave in such a way 
that their behavior benefits the group as a whole even at the expense 
of their own interests. While in marriage patriarchal dominance was 
historically prevalent, it was never absolute since it also always en- 
tailed the possibilities either of egalitarian or altruistic relationships. It 
seems that this distinction between different possibilities of social 
organization would enable scholars of Christian origins to assess 
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more carefully institutional developments than the sect/institutional- 
ization pattern does. 

While Boulding is more at home with general sociological models, 
the classics scholar Marilyn Arthur has attempted to develop a pat- 
tern that would specifically allow us to trace the historical shift in 
social relationships during antiquity.” She chides classical scholar- 
ship on women for neglect of theoretical frameworks that could bring 
the "facts" on women in antiquity into a coherent structure. She 
herself proposes an interpretative model with three elements— poli- 
tics, economics, social relationships between the sexes—for charting 
social change in women's role and status. Arthur shows that in Greek 
as well as in Roman aristocratic society the household is coterminus 
with the public realm and rule, and that therefore aristocratic women 
in predemocratic Athens and in republican Rome had relative free- 
dom and control of their rights. However, this relative advancement 
of women is limited to women of a certain class. In democratic Athens 
where the domestic and public realms pulled apart, the household 
was the basic form of production. The public-social order of the polis 
consisted of the male heads of such households, the only full citizens 
of the democratic state. 

This hypothesis is confirmed by Moller Okin's philosophical analy- 
sis of the Politics of Aristotle which shows that the male-headed fam- 
ily, rather than the individual adult, is the primary unit of political 
analysis and theory." In classical democracy the wives of middle- 
class propertied citizens were confined to the order of the household, 
to the production of legitimate sons, and to the supervision of slave 
labor and services. Athenian wives of the middle class did not directly 
belong to or participate in the public order. Noncitizen women who 
were free and fell outside the household and its property arrange- 
ment lived quite differently and could freely move in the public 
sphere. The rights, not of the individual woman but those of the 
independent household unit, were the primary principle of legisla- 
tion and socialization. 

In the Hellenistic period the empire gained importance to the detri- 
ment of the individual household and of the polis, in which women 
now gained some independence and influence. Citizenship no longer 
depended on membership in a family, and the laws no longer focused 
so strongly on wives as bearers of legitimate offspring. Women no 
longer were defined solely by their function as legitimizers of heirs to 
the household property but became property owners themselves. In 
the Hellenistic age women gained citizenship for outstanding public 
service and some of them held office. 
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The paradigm of the Hellenistic woman is Hipparchia, the wife of 
the Cynic philosopher Crates. She defended herself against a critic of 
her participation in public symposia and her philosophical lifestyle in 
general: “Do I seem to you to have been advised poorly about myself 
if I have devoted my time to my education instead of wasting it at the 
loom?”® While for classical Greek culture sexual dimorphism and the 
dichotomy between nature and the human sphere were characteris- 
tic, in the Hellenistic period woman was no longer feared as the 
enemy of civilization, and the "natural world" of marriage, sexual 
life, and privacy had become a common cultural concern. Women's 
participation in mystery religions, ecstatic cults, and philosophical 
schools during the Hellenistic age was freely accepted because these 
associations no longer viewed the natural world as the antithesis of 
culture and rationality. 

Marilyn Arthur maintains that the early Roman empire was struc- 
turally more similar to classical Greek democracy than to Hellenism 
because an entrepreneurial middle class had moved into the tradi- 
tional aristocracy through interclass marriage. Moreover, the legisla- 
tion of Augustus sought to strengthen the family by giving the state 
more control over it. Finally, for the first time Roman writers such as 
Tacitus or Juvenal saw women as a threat to culture and produced 
diatribes against them. However, Arthur herself has to concede that 
these obvious similarities to classical Greek democracy are upset by 
the influence of Hellenism on Roman society and the much greater 
economic and legal independence of Roman women despite the tradi- 
tional concept of paterfamilias and legal guardianship. Far from 
strengthening patriarchal marriage and family the Augustan legisla- 
tion undermined the patriarchal power of the paterfamilias even more, 
and gave women the possibility of de facto emancipation even from 
pro forma legal guardianship. Moreover, Roman women participated 
freely in public events and banquets. 

A recent study by Ramsay McMullen has shown that women, al- 
though in lesser numbers, held public office just as men did, and that 
they functioned as rich patronae although they did not hold official 
political office.9 It seems, therefore, that both the Augustan legisla- 
tion and misogynist literature were attempts of middle-class men to 
curtail the public, legal, and economic freedom and rights of proper- 
tied women and to establish definite boundaries between the public 
male sphere and the private sphere of women. Yet such attempts 
must be understood as prescriptive rather them as descriptive of the 
actual situation and life in Roman Hellenism. 

In the heuristic models of women's history as the history of their 
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social-institutional interrelations with men, religion emerges as a 
“middle zone" between the public (male) sphere and the private 
(female) domain of the household. While for aristocratic society the 
social relations of class determine the boundaries between these two 
spheres, in democratic society gender roles and sexual differences 
define these boundaries, insofar as the property ownership of the 
male head of household determines the patriarchal family as the cen- 
tral unit of society. Although religion traditionally spanned both the 
public and the private spheres, women's participation was limited to 
the religion of the head of household, insofar as religious festivals 
and offices mirrored the dimorphism of the public and private 
spheres and the religious rights of women, slaves, and children were 
decided by the paterfamilias. 

Insofar as the participation in mystery cults and philosophical 
schools depended on a personal decision for a certain “religious way 
of life" or a "personal" religion, in Hellenistic-Roman times religion 
became a third sphere between the public and private spheres. Helle- 
nistic religious cults and associations were, therefore, always poten- 
tially subversive of the order of the patriarchal house and state. Thus 
in Roman Hellenistic literature we find many polemics against such 
cults because they corrupted the morals of women and allowed them 
to go out by themselves at night. However, for legally and economi- 
cally independent women who were culturally and religiously mar- 
ginal, these religious associations provided a means to overcome their 
status discrepancy. 

In my opinion, this emancipatory function and not their sexual- 
social marginality as childless women or widows attracted women to 
the oriental cults, among them Judaism and Christianity.*! While the 
a-sexual and a-familial ethos of early Christianity is often misunder- 
stood as antisexual and antiwomen, it actually is an indication of a 
"role-revolt" which allowed women to “legitimately” move out of the 
confines of the patriarchal family and to center their life around the 
spiritual self-fulfillment and independence that gave them greater 
respect, mobility, and influence. 

S. Johannsson has shown that the misogynist polemics of male 
writers, theologians, and historians must be understood as expres- 
sions of middle-class men whose psychic and economic reality were 
heavily determined by daily competition, and who therefore sought 
to maximize the "natural" difference between women and men in 
order not to be replaced by women. While in aristocratic society 
women of the upper classes were expected to substitute for men 
during times of war or death, middle-class men did not depend on 
the loyalty and resources of women of their class, but on using family 
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resources with maximum effectiveness. Since masculine identity for 
middle-class men of urban cultures is produced by intensive socializa- 
tion and expensive education, “temperamental and occupational sim- 
ilarity between women and men threatened the economic, psycho- 
logical, and social security of middle-class dominated families.” 
While middle-class men produce symbolic and literary expressions of 
gender dimorphism and misogynism, peasant and working-class life 


is commonly shot through with symbolic manifestations of male 
superiority.. . . Men who experience daily humiliation and frus- 
tration because of their economic and social disadvantages find 
their most important form of solace in looking down on and 
abusing women. This psychological cushion against oppression 
makes class exploitation more bearable; perhaps as some femi- 
nists argue, it makes it more durable.9 


However, it is the middle-class man who has produced the androcen- 
tric cultural, historical, and religious texts that marginalize women or 
stress their different "nature." 

In conclusion: Feminist sociological models for the reconstruction of 
history using the patriarchal household and family structures as heu- 
ristic categories are helpful to explore the a-familial character and the 
love patriarchalism of the early Christian movement. Moreover, they 
combine such a heuristic concept with a class analysis that makes the 
social setting of androcentric texts and symbolizations intelligible. 
Finally, they show that the definitions of sexual role and gender di- 
morphism are the outcome of the social-economic interactions be- 
tween men and women but that they are not ordained either by 
nature or by God. 

If New Testament exegetes conceptualize early Christian history in 
terms of the patriarchal household and of love patriarchalism, then it 
becomes important to analyze not just women’s role but, first, to 
consider the middle-class background of New Testament exegetes 
and, second, to analyze household structures and their religious 
meaning in Roman Hellenism. Moreover, such a social-structural un- 
derstanding of women's role in early Christianity cannot construe the 
life and situation of Jewish, Greek, Asian, or Roman women as "back- 
grounds," but must instead show how much their conversion to 
Christianity intruded into the cultural patriarchal ethos and how 
much it supported emancipatory tendencies within the contexts of 
Roman Hellenism. 

Insofar as the Christian movement rejected both sexual dimor- 
phism and patriarchal domination as well broke down the rigid sepa- 
ration between the public and private religious spheres, it supported 
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and advanced women's cultural-political emancipation. Insofar as it 
religiously justified such cultural sexual dimorphism and rigidified 
the lines between the public and private spheres of patriarchal society 
by relegating women to the house and assigning men public leader- 
ship within the church, it strengthened the patriarchal tendencies of 
middle-class men in Roman Hellenism. The remembrance of wom- 
en's sufferings in religious patriarchy must be explored structurally in 
order to set free the emancipatory power of the Christian community 
which is theologically rooted neither in spiritual-sexual dimorphism 
nor in patriarchal ecclesial dominance, but in an egalitarian vision and 
in altruistic social relationships that may not be "genderized."** 

Women who belonged to a submerged group in antiquity could 
develop leadership in the emerging Christian movement because it 
stood in conflict with the dominant patriarchal ethos of the Greco- 
Roman world. Therefore, the struggle and interaction of women in 
the Christian missionary movement can only be reconstructed as an 
integral part of the struggle between the emerging Christian move- 
ment and its alternative vision, on the one hand, and the dominant 
patriarchal ethos of the Greco-Roman world on the other. In this 
struggle women's leadership has become submerged again, trans- 
formed, or pushed to the fringes of the mainstream churches. Yet the 
egalitarian currents of early Christianity have never been eliminated. 
Neither fourth- nor twentieth-century patriarchal mainstream 
churches can be understood without this Christian “undercurrent.” 

The sociological-theological model for the reconstruction of the 
early Christian movement suggested here should, therefore, not be 
misread as that of a search for true pristine, orthodox beginnings, 
which have been corrupted either by early Catholicism or by “her- 
esy," nor should it be seen as an argument for an institutional patriar- 
chalization absolutely necessary for the historical survival of Chris- 
tianity. The model used here is that of social interaction and religious 
transformation, of Christian "vision" and historical realization, of 
struggle for equality and against patriarchal domination. 
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A feminist reconstruction of early Christian origins faces three 
problems from the outset. First, can two distinct forms of the 
early Christian movement be delineated or are these two distinct 
forms merely products of our literature? While the gospels transmit 
stories and traditions about Jesus, the Pauline literature contains al- 
most no references to the life of Jesus of Nazareth but only makes 
available information about the missionary Christian communities 
and their beliefs. Second, how do we use historical criticism in order 
to move beyond the gospel texts to the historical reality of Jesus and 
his movement? Finally, how can we reconstruct the origins of the 
early Christian movement so that we recover the story of Christian 
women as the story of Jewish women since our sources make a recov- 
ery of our Jewish feminist roots difficult? 

1. As we have noted, some scholars have sought to delineate the 
difference between the Jesus movement in Palestine and the Chris- 
tian movement in the Greco-Roman cities—on the basis of the literary 
sources—as a difference between Jesus and Paul.! While Jesus 
preached the coming of the basileia in the very imminent future, Paul 
was the founder of Christianity. Others have suggested that we move 
beyond the literary texts in search of the distinctive character of both 
movements. They elaborate the difference, therefore, in terms of 
Jewish-Palestinian and Hellenistic environments, rural and urban set- 
tings, or radical discipleship of homeless itinerant preachers and inte- 
grative love patriarchalism. However, while all these distinctions 
highlight different aspects or facets of the problem, they do not com- 
prehend it adequately. 

Jesus is the initiator of the Jesus movement in Palestine, but Paul is 
not the initiator of the Christian missionary movement in the Greco- 
Roman world. The distinction between Jewish and Hellenistic cul- 
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tures as well as that between rural and urban settings is important, 
but in the time of Jesus Palestine was Hellenized and strict Torah and 
Temple observance was practiced in the Dispersion. Moreover, the 
Jesus traditions are not restricted to rural Palestine but were formative 
in urban Christian communities. Jews initiated and carried out both 
movements, but at a very early stage proselytes, godfearers, and 
gentiles adopted the Palestinian Jesus traditions to speak to persons 
of their own cultural-religious worlds. 

Therefore, the difference between both movements and historical 
formations cannot be defined in terms of "context" or "background" 
(Jewish Palestinian/Jewish Hellenist or rural/urban settings) or of 
"content" (Jesus/Paul), but rather in terms of function. Whereas the 
Jesus movement in Palestine was an alternative prophetic renewal 
movement within Israel, the Christian movement was a religious mis- 
sionary movement within the Greco-Roman world, preaching an alter- 
native religious vision and practicing a countercultural communal 
lifestyle. Both movements created tensions and conflicts with respect 
to the dominant cultural ethos. But where the Jesus movement could 
appeal to Israel's tradition as its very own religious tradition over and 
against certain practices within Israel, the Christian movement as a 
new religious group intruded as an alien element into the dominant 
cultural-religious ethos of the Greco-Roman worlds. 

While the Jesus movement gathered after Easter in Galilee and 
Jerusalem in order to continue Jesus' ministry of renewal within Is- 
rael, and only very gradually expanded its boundaries to include 
neighboring non-Jews, the Christian movement emerged in Syrian 
Antioch and appears to have been strongly determined by the expul- 
sion of the so-called Hellenists from the holy city. While the Jesus 
movement announced the inbreaking of God's basileia as good news 
to the impoverished and outcast among its own people, the Christian 
movement applied the "inclusiveness" of Jesus' vision and move- 
ment not only to members of Israel but also to the gentiles. It was 
thus constituted when it admitted gentiles as equal members to the 
community without requiring that they first become members of the 
Jewish covenant people. It was not in Galilee or even Jerusalem, but 
in Antioch "that the disciples were called for the first time Christians" 
(Acts 11:26), the religious associates of Christ. This naming process 
indicates that at a very early stage the Jesus movement was consid- 
ered a distinct religious association and party.? 

As a religious missionary movement the Christian movement in- 
truded into the dominant patriarchal cultural-religious ethos of Ro- 
man Hellenism, while, as an alternative Jewish renewal movement, 
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the Jesus movement was in tension with the dominant patriarchal 
ethos of its own culture. Both movements were first initiated and 
carried out by faithful Jews, men and women. Segments of the Jesus 
movement, however, soon stopped restricting themselves to Jews 
and admitted gentiles to full membership without requiring their con- 
version to Judaism. As an inner-Jewish renewal movement, the Jesus 
movement could presuppose a common cultural-religious milieu. 
The missionary movement, by contrast, had to address persons of 
very different cultural experiences, national origins, social status, and 
religious persuasions. While the religious matrices of both move- 
ments differed considerably, their overall cultural matrix was the 
same, since the cultural horizon of Palestinian Judaism was Roman 
Hellenism. 

Therefore, the difference between the two movements cannot be 
traced to Jesus and Paul but only to the development of two distinct 
groups who moved in different environments and were propelled by 
different goals. As a consequence they appealed to different religious- 
political experiences, as well as to different theological legitimiza- 
tions. Both movements were inspired by Jesus, the Christ, but both 
saw him in quite different lights. The Christian missionary movement 
had already developed before Paul and was joined by him. Paul has 
become its most important figure because his letters have survived 
oblivion, but he was neither its initiator nor its sole leader. 

Therefore, it is more fruitful to see Paul in the context of this move- 
ment? than to construe the whole Christian missionary development 
before Paul's activity and during Paul's ministry solely in terms of 
Paul's leadership and unquestioned authority. Historical reconstruc- 
tion in terms of Pauline texts usually has perceived other Christian 
formations and visions in terms of Paul's "opponents" who are then 
judged as "heterodox," that is, as theologically or historically 
"wrong," while Paul is seen as representing the “orthodox” apostolic 
position. Such a construction has no basis in history since Paul's 
letters show clearly that he and his mission were very controversial 
and far from acknowledged by all the segments of the early Christian 
movement. Moreover, the fact that Paul refers rarely to the life and 
ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, but instead stresses the death and 
resurrection of Christ, the Lord, does not prove that the Jesus tradi- 
tions were not alive in the communities to whom he wrote. Finally, 
seeing Paul in the context of a Christian missionary movement initi- 
ated before Paul's "conversion" also allows us to conceptualize this 
movement in such a way that women can emerge as initiators and 
leaders of the movements and not just as Paul's helpers, benignly 
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tolerated and utilized by the great apostle for his own missionary 
work. 

2. The social world and vision of the Jesus movement as an inner- 
Jewish renewal movement is reflected in the Gospel accounts about 
Jesus of Nazareth. These accounts underwent a theological process of 
redaction and incorporated a lengthy traditioning process that was 
accomplished partially in the Christian missionary communities. 
Therefore, the Gospels may not be understood as actual transcripts of 
the life or work of the historical Jesus nor simply as textual tenets 
abstracted from their historical context and their social world. The 
New Testament writers were not concerned with preservation and 
antiquarian reading but with proclamation and interpretative persua- 
sion. They did not simply want to set down what Jesus said and did; 
rather, they attempted to comprehend what Jesus meant to his first 
followers and what meaning his life had for their own time and com- 
munities. As a result, what we can learn from the gospel transmission 
and redaction process is that Jesus—as we can know him—must be 
remembered, discussed, interpreted, accepted, or rejected in order to 
comprehend the importance and impulse of his life. The Gospels 
center on the life-praxis of Jesus and speak of women only in passing. 
When they do so they tell us as much about the community to whom 
these stories or sayings were transmitted as about the historical 
women in the life of Jesus. 

The Gospels, then, are paradigmatic remembrances, not compre- 
hensive accounts of the historical Jesus but expressions of communi- 
ties and individuals who attempted to say what the significance of 
Jesus was for their own situations.* Early Christian theology (as well 
as all subsequent theology) is the process of interpretative remem- 
brance of Jesus, the Christ. This process is at the same time a critical 
appropriation of the memories and stories about Jesus circulating in 
oral or written form in the Christian community. Feminist Christian 
theology, therefore, must understand critically all the remembrances 
of those who throughout Christian history have entered into the dis- 
cipleship of equals initiated by Jesus and who have called themselves 
followers of Jesus in the context of their own historical-societal situa- 
tions and problems. 

However, in order to appropriate theologically the impulse of Jesus 
and the earlv Christian faith perspective of the New Testament, we 
must not only attempt to understand it in its historical-linguistic- 
theological context, but we must also attempt to enter into a discus- 
sion with its perspective, hope, and wisdom. Thus to enter the disci- 
pleship of equals called forth by Jesus does not mean to imitate him or 
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the Christians of New Testament times. Following Jesus is never a 
simple repetition or imitation, but an engagement in early Christian 
faith perspectives. It means not only sharing the vision of Jesus but 
also entering into Jesus’ commitment and praxis as we know it from 
the remembrance of his first disciples. The Gospels are not transcripts 
but invitations to discipleship. They are theological interpretation-in- 
process. 

Such an understanding of the New Testament has important meth- 
odological consequences. It does not seek to distill the "historical 
Jesus” from the remembering interpretations of his first followers, 
nor does it accept their interpretation uncritically and without ques- 
tion. Therefore, whenever I speak here of Jesus I speak of him as his 
life and ministry is available to historical-critical reading of the earliest 
interpretations of the first Christians. Among these earliest strata of 
interpretations New Testament scholarship has identified the say- 
ings-source Q, reconstructed from the texts which Matthew and Luke 
have in common, pre-Q materials, pre-Markan materials, materials 
belonging to the special traditions used by Luke (SL) or Matthew 
(SM), and the earliest strata of tradition found in the Fourth Gospel. 
Although these texts are probably the earliest historically available 
accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus and of his followers’ interac- 
tion with him, they nevertheless are interpreting and interpreted re- 
membrances of Jesus. As the canonical collection of the memories 
about Jesus circulating in the earliest communities of disciples, they 
provide the paradigmatic informational and interpretational frame- 
work in which all later remembrance, discussion, appropriation, and 
redaction of Jesus moves and must move. 

However, the gospel traditions about Jesus and his ministry are 
influenced not only by these earliest Christian remembrances of Jesus 
and the Jesus movement in Palestine, but also by very early proclama- 
tions of the resurrection and death of Jesus found in the pre-Pauline, 
Pauline, and post-Pauline writings. These later traditions evidence 
very little interest in the actual life and words of Jesus of Nazareth but 
are concerned primarily and almost exclusively with his glorious sta- 
tus as the resurrected Lord and with the significance of his death on 
the cross as a punctual event in a cosmic drama of mythological 
dimensions. In these Christian communities, the experience of the 
Spirit and of the resurrection as dawn of the new creation,’ rather 
than the remembrance of Jesus of Nazareth, are decisive. 

While the key integrative symbol of the Jesus movement in Pales- 
tine is the basileia of God, that of the Christian movement in the 
Greco-Roman cities is that of the new creation. Both agree, however, 
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that the reality signified by these two symbols is experientially avail- 
able here and now in the work of Jesus Christ and his discipleship of 
equals. In the following, therefore, I shall trace the two very different 
faith experiences of the earliest followers of Jesus as they are trans- 
formed in interaction with each other and their specific social- 
historical situations. This is methodologically important, because the 
experience of the Jewish and Hellenistic women who became in- 
volved in this discipleship of equals is only available in and through 
this general early Christian experience and remembrance. 


Notes to this section follow chapter 4 on page 154. 


Chapter 4 


The Jesus Movement 
as Renewal Movement 
Within Judaism 


Te speak about the Jesus movement is to speak about a Jewish 
movement that is part of Jewish history in the first century c.E. It 
is therefore misleading to speak about "Jesus and his Jewish back- 
ground" as though Jesus' Judaism was not integral to his life and 
ministry, or to describe the behavior of Jesus' disciples over and 
against Jewish practice as though the first followers of Jesus were not 
Jews themselves. Such statements reflect both rabbinic Jewish and 
Christian historical sources, virtually all of which were written in a 
period when the separation and schism between Judaism and early 
Christianity was an accomplished fact. Such historical reconstructions 
of Christianity over and against Judaism can be continuing resources 
for Christian anti-Judaism because they perceive Christian origins in 
light of the historical fact of Christianity's separation from and partial 
rejection of its Jewish roots and heritage. 

Such an anti-Jewish sentiment and historical misperception is espe- 
cially deeply ingrained in popular consciousness. In my classes, 
whenever students are supposed to elaborate the positive aspects of 
the Jesus movement they always resort not to Jewish faith and life but 
to general philosophical principles and theological universal argu- 
ments. However, when speaking about the "opponents" of Jesus and 
his movement they virtually never mention the Romans. Instead they 
always mention the “Jews’’—without the slightest recognition that 
Jesus and his followers were Jews. 

One of my friends spoke about Jesus, the Jew, to an adult educa- 
tion class in her parish. She encountered vehement objections to such 
a notion. Finally, after a lengthy discussion a participant expressed 
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the religious sentiment underlying it: "If you are so insistent that 
Jesus was Jewish, then you are probably right. But the Blessed 
Mother for sure is not. . .” My friend told me this story after I had 
come exasperated from a college class, where I had been unable to 
convince a student that Saint Paul was a Jew. In a Protestant college 
class a Jewish friend attempted to show that the miracle stories of 
Jesus have the same literary form as those told by the rabbis. At the 
end when he tried to draw the conclusion from this form-critical 
exercise for understanding the Gospel stories, the students objected: 
the Jewish tales are just stories, but those in the Gospels have really 
happened. Everyone is aware of such anti-Jewish sentiments among 
Christians and easily could supply more such stereotypes. 


Women in Judaism Before 70 c.£.: Perspectives 


Feminist Jewish scholars such as Judith Plaskow have pointed out 
that Christian feminist literature and popular reasoning perpetuate 
these anti-Jewish notions when extolling Jesus, the feminist, over and 
against patriarchal Judaism, or when pointing to the extinction of 
goddess religion by Israelite patriarchal religion." Plaskow has argued 
correctly that the rabbinic statements often adduced for the recon- 
struction of the time of Jesus should be appropriately read alongside 
the statements of the so-called Fathers, whose misogynism is widely 
acknowledged. She warns that Christian feminists' radical image of 
Jesus 


depends on an extremely negative depiction of the Jewish back- 
ground, because the only way to depict him as a radical—that is 
as overthrowing tradition—is to depict the tradition as negatively 
as possible. Because despite the evidence that he in no way rein- 
forced patriarchy, there's also no evidence that he did anything 
radical to overthrow it. So the only way you can make that argu- 
ment is by depicting Judaism negatively.? 


Christian feminists cannot take such a Jewish feminist warning 
seriously enough. At the same time it puts Christian feminists into a 
serious quandary. Can they—in order to avoid being labeled anti- 
Jewish—cease to analyze critically and denounce the patriarchal 
structures and traditions of Christian faith and community whenever 
it becomes obvious that they share in the dominant patriarchal Jewish 
structures of the first centuries? In other words, can feminists relin- 
quish their search for the liberating elements of Christian vision and 
praxis that are formulated over and against the dominant patriarchal 
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structures of Judaism? Would that not mean also an abandonment of 
feminist Jewish roots and of our Jewish foresisters who entered into 
the movement and vision of Jesus of Nazareth? 

Because of the long anti-Semitic history of Christianity and the anti- 
Jewish presupposition of much Christian (including feminist) scholar- 
ship and popular preaching, one cannot insist too much on the histor- 
ical insight that Jesus belongs first of all to Jewish history. Similarly, 
his first followers in the Jesus movement and in the missionary Chris- 
tian movement were Jewish women as well as men. Christian femi- 
nist theology, therefore, can reappropriate the earliest Christian be- 
ginnings of the discipleship of equals only if and when it understands 
and explicates that Christian roots are Jewish and that the feminist 
Christian foundational story is that of Jewish women and their vision. 

To rediscover “Jesus, the feminist," over and against these Jewish 
roots of the early Christian movement can only lead to a further 
deepening of anti-Judaism. Equally, to rediscover Jesus, the feminist, 
over and against Jewish but not over and against Christian patriarchy 
would only mean a further strengthening of Western religious patri- 
archy. To rediscover Jesus, the feminist, over and against Jewish life 
and beliefs would involve relinquishing the history of those Jewish 
foresisters who entered into the vision and movement of Jesus. The 
discipleship of equals called forth by Jesus was a Jewish discipleship. 

But in seeking not to be anti-Jewish we cannot cease analyzing and 
identifying the dominant patriarchal structures of the Greco-Roman 
world into which Christianity emerged.’ In doing so we must also 
examine the patriarchal structures of Judaism in order to see why 
Jewish women entered into the vision and movement of Jesus. To 
relinquish the critical impact of their story within the patriarchal con- 
text of their own culture would entail relinquishing women’s Jewish 
and Christian heritage. Therefore, to reconstruct the Jesus movement 
as a Jewish movement within its dominant patriarchal cultural and 
religious structures is to delineate the feminist impulse within Juda- 
ism. The issue is not whether or not Jesus overturned patriarchy but 
whether Judaism had elements of a critical feminist impulse that came 
to the fore in the vision and ministry of Jesus. The reconstruction of 
the Jesus movement as the discipleship of equals is historically plausi- 
ble only insofar as such critical elements are thinkable within the 
context of Jewish life and faith. The praxis and vision of Jesus and his 
movement is best understood as an inner-Jewish renewal movement 
that presented an alternative option to the dominant patriarchal struc- 
tures rather than an oppositional formation rejecting the values and 
praxis of Judaism. 
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Rather than reading the texts on women in Judaism as accurate 
historical information about the status and role of women in actual 
life, I would suggest that we subject them to a feminist methodologi- 
cal approach. As yet no Jewish feminist critical reconstruction of first- 
century Judaism exists, nor are feminist critical analyses of Jewish 
literature between the Bible and the Mishnah available. Moreover, 
Jewish feminist theology is still in the process of developing a femi- 
nist understanding of Torah and tradition which, while declining to 
take theological statements of Jewish men at face value, nevertheless 
spells out its allegiance to Jewish women of faith.'? In the meantime, 
feminist theology as a critical theology of liberation cannot cease to do 
the same for Christian Scriptures, traditions, and women's heritage. 
However, insofar as the Christian past is bound up intrinsically with 
its roots in prerabbinic Judaism, we must seek to reconstruct the 
historical experience of those Jewish women who stand at the begin- 
nings of Christianity. Such a historical experience is, as we have seen, 
available only in and through Jewish or Christian male texts and his- 
torical sources. 

The following methodological rules for a feminist hermeneutics of 
suspicion also apply, therefore, to the interpretation of texts speaking 
about women in Judaism. 

Texts and historical sources— Jewish as well as Christian—must be read 
as androcentric texts. As such they are reflective of the experience, 
opinion, or control of the individual male writer but not of women's 
historical reality and experience. Such isolated statements should not 
be construed as the negative and positive tradition about women in 
Judaism. For example, it is methodologically not justified to declare, 
on the one hand, Rabbi Eliezer's infamous statement that "if a man 
teaches his daughter Torah it is as though he taught her lechery" as 
representing the normative negative tradition, while, on the other 
hand, explaining that the example of Beruria, who was held up as an 
example of how to study Torah, is "the exception that proves the 
rule.'!! 

The glorification as well as the denigration or marginalization of women in 
Jewish texts is to be understood as a social construction of reality in patriar- 
chal terms or as a projection of male reality. While J. Neusner has eluci- 
dated such an approach for the rabbinic literature, the same could be 
shown for wisdom and apocalyptic literature.'* It must, however, not 
be overlooked that “intellectuals” who often belonged to the middle 
class were responsible for these literary expressions. 

The formal canons of codified patriarchal law are generally more restrictive 
than the actual interaction and relationship of women and men and the social 
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reality which they govern. Although in rabbinic Judaism women are 
categorized with children and slaves for legal religious purposes," 
the biblical stories about women indicate that women were not per- 
ceived as minors or slaves in everyday life. Biblical women such as 
Ruth, Esther, Hannah, or the mother of the seven sons mentioned in 
2 Maccabees are characterized with typical female roles and behavior, 
but they are not minors or imbeciles. Although the "praise of the 
good wife" in Prov 31:10-31 is given from a male point of view, her 
economic initiative and business acumen are taken for granted. 

Women's actual social-religious status must be determined by the degree of 
their economic autonomy and social roles rather than by ideological or pre- 
scriptive statements.'* As a rule, prescriptive injunctions for appropri- 
ate "feminine" behavior and submission increase whenever women's 
actual social-religious status and power within patriarchy increase. 
Moreover, women's independence and autonomy are generally lim- 
ited not only by gender roles but also by social status and class mem- 
bership. We can therefore assume that Jewish women shared the 
privileges and limitations placed on women in the dominant culture 
of their time. For example, in the Jewish colony at Elephantine 
women shared full equality with men; they were enlisted in the mili- 
tary units, were conspicuous among the contributors to the temple 
fund, and shared in all other rights given to women by Egyptian 
law.’ Like the Seleucid or Ptolemaic princesses, Queen Alexandra! 
reigned for nine years in the fashion of Hellenistic queens, and the 
sister of the last Maccabean king, Antigonus, defended the fortress of 
Hyrcania against the military onslaught of Herod the Great." 

Furthermore, the historical-theological reconstruction of the Jesus 
movement as an emerging inner-Jewish renewal movement and its 
attractiveness to women not only faces difficult hermeneutical prob- 
lems, it must also contend with a serious lack of sources, especially 
for the pre-70 period. Therefore, Jewish and Christian scholars are 
prone to reconstruct early Judaism and Christianity not only in terms 
of what has survived as "normative" in their own respective tradi- 
tions but also as two distinct and oppositional religious formations. 
Since “rabbinic” Judaism" and patriarchal Christianity were the his- 
torical winners among the diverse inner-Jewish movements, such a 
reconstruction insinuates that only these represent pre-70 Judaism in 
general and the Jesus movement in particular. 

Yet such reconstructions are questionable: in the period before the 
siege and destruction of Jerusalem, "normative" Judaism was not yet 
in existence, and the Jesus movement was still a renewal movement 
embedded in its Jewish social-religious matrix. A person could under- 
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stand herself as a faithful member of Israel and a follower of Jesus at 
one and the same time. Moreover, the little information about pre-70 
Judaism which survived in apocalyptic-esoteric sources and in the 
writings of Philo and Josephus, was selected, edited, and transmitted 
by early Christians. Finally, most of the Jewish-Christian sources are 
lost which affirmed the continuity between Judaism and Christianity, 
not only with respect to the Scriptures but also with respect to Jewish 
ethical and liturgical traditions.!? 

If, however, our general picture of pre-70 Judaism is blurred, and 
that of early Christian origins is equally vague, then the picture of the 
position and function of women in the multifaceted Jewish move- 
ments at the beginning of the common era must remain even more in 
historical darkness. Yet the available material still gives us some clues 
to such a picture. The following must therefore not be misunderstood 
to be even a partial reconstruction of women in pre-70 Judaism. It 
only points to some "shades" that allow us to see the overall colors in 
a somewhat different light. 


The Dominant Ethos: The Kingdom and Holy Nation of Israel 


Although Exod 19:6 is only very rarely quoted in the literature of 
the first century c.E.,? the common ethos or life praxis of Israel as the 
"kingdom of priests and holy nation" determined all groups of first- 
century Judaism.*! All Jewish groups and factions of Greco-Roman 
Palestine were concerned with Israel's life and existence as God's 
holy people who were entrusted with the commandments of the 
covenant, a whole system of mitzvot, the revealed rules for salvation. 
Temple and Torah were therefore the key symbols of first century 
Judaism. 


Indeed the worldview of the Jew . . . depended on his [sic] 
understanding of Torah. But a fixed written scripture requires 
interpretation, and in that world the authority to interpret Torah 
meant power; it meant control of redemptive media. . . . But the 
terms of Torah serve as symbols in their sacrality . . . for the 
realities which they expressed were the realities of living men 
[sic] in living groups who experienced their present situations in 
the light of the realities of tradition.” 


The foremost witness and testimony to Israel's enduring covenant 
with God was the sacred Temple in Jerusalem. Its rites and liturgies 
testified to Israel's loyalty to the commandments and stipulations of 
this covenant which made the whole land and nation of Israel a 
"kingdom of priests" which could not properly be governed by pa- 
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gans. Although the Romans sought to avoid offenses against the 
religious beliefs and sacred rites of the Jews, their presence in and 
occupation of Palestine was the greatest offense to God’s rule and 
empire established in the covenant with Israel. Therefore, the various 
Jewish movements and groups in Palestine were convinced that the 
imminent departure of the Romans was certain and God’s interven- 
tion on behalf of Israel was immediate. 

Exegetes generally agree that the central perspective and “vision” 
of Jesus is expressed by the tensive symbol basileia ("Kingdom," “em- 
pire") of God.? Jesus and his movement shared this symbol, and the 
whole range of expectations evoked by it, with all the other groups in 
Palestine. Jews expected either the restoration of the Davidic national 
sovereignty of Israel and abolition of Roman colonialism or an apoca- 
lyptic universal kingdom of cosmological dimensions with the holy 
city and Temple as its center. Many groups hoped for both at the 
same time. 


An expectation of such an intervention in the not too distant 
future based on belief in a revelation of its imminence creates the 
apocalyptic consciousness. Clearly all Jews, perhaps most Jews, 
were not apocalypticists. . . but apocalypticism . . . was within 
the range of normal views of what could happen. It was an inte- 
gral part of the social-psychic repertory.™ 


Such an apocalyptic hope for both national liberation and sover- 
eignty, as well as for transformation of the whole creation by God's 
intervention, is articulated in the first-century apocalypse the Assump- 
tion of Moses: 


And then his [God’s] kingdom shall appear 
throughout all his creation. 

And then Satan shall be no more 

and sorrow shall depart with him. . . . 

For the Most High will arise, the eternal God alone 
and he will appear to punish the gentiles. 

Then Thou, O Israel, shall be happy. . . 

and God will exalt thee 

and he will cause thee to approach the heavens of the 
stars da. 


The Kiddush, a prayer used in Jewish synagogues at the beginning of 
our era, testifies how widespread was such a hope for God's immedi- 
ate intervention: 
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Magnified and sanctified be his great name 

in the world that he has created according to his will. 

May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your day 
and in the lifetime of all the house of Israel, 

even speedily and at a near time.” 


Similarly the followers of Jesus prayed: 


Father, hallowed be thy name. 
Thy kingdom come. 


The different groups within Judaism answered the burning ques- 
tion of every Jew—What must I do to enter the kingdom of 
heaven?—quite differently, precisely because no single “orthodox” 
answer existed at the time.” The priestly establishment and aristoc- 
racy sought to preserve Israel's national existence as the people of 
God by preserving the Temple and the capital through collaboration 
with the Romans. The Essenes established separate communes in 
towns and cities throughout the country, held everything in com- 
mon, employed a different ritual of purification, devoted themselves 
to agricultural labor, and were very strict in their interpretation of 
Torah. The community of Qumran, for example, withdrew into the 
desert to create a "holy people" to replace the Temple with its illegiti- 
mate rituals and priesthood until the Temple's sacredness would be 
restored and Israel would be liberated in the final "holy war." The 
Sicarii gathered for military rebellion the impoverished and disenfran- 
chised, the people of the countryside plagued by high Roman and 
Jerusalem taxes, to liberate Jerusalem and Israel from Roman occupa- 
tion and desecration. The Pharisees did not separate from the people 
but sought to realize their vision of a "holy people of priests" by 
transferring cultic purity and priestly holiness to everyday life. Their 
chief concerns were for the preservation of the cultic purity of the 
table community and especially for the observation of the dietary 
laws. In contrast to the common people they were meticulous in 
paying their Levitical and priestly tithes, in keeping the sabbath ob- 
servance and purity laws. Some formed urban religious communities 
(havuroth) whose members ate their food in rigorous levitical clean- 
ness and kept company only with those who observed such strict 
observance of the priestly purity laws. Politically they were split, 
some participating in the revolutionary unrest, others advocating a 
politics of pacification. 

The apocalyptic prophets who, according to Josephus, appeared in 
pre-70 Judaism sought to reenact the Exodus by leading people into 
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the desert. John the Baptizer announced God’s wrath and judgment 
and called the people to undergo a baptism of repentance. Apocalyp- 
tic scribes and wisdom teachers not only collected prophetic oracles 
and the sayings of the fathers but also wrote and collected whole new 
books of revelation and wisdom. The Sadducees, who were most 
influential among the upper classes, the landholders, and merchants, 
claimed to be the legitimate heirs of Israel’s covenant and therefore 
insisted that since only the written Torah had the authority of revela- 
tion, it had to be strictly adhered to. They rejected as innovation the 
Pharisaic insistence on both written and oral Torah, and rejected all 
claims to revelatory authority alongside the written Torah as de- 
ception. 

All these diverse Jewish renewal movements of the time? were 
strongly concerned with how to realize in every aspect of life the 
obligations and hopes of Israel as the kingly and priestly people of 
God. They sought to hasten God’s intervention on behalf of Israel by 
scrupulously doing the will of God as revealed in Temple and Torah. 
Some stressed and strongly utilized the cultic priestly traditions, 
some claimed prophetic authority, some reenacted the Exodus, and 
still others integrated wisdom teachings with an apocalyptic perspec- 
tive. Regardless of differences in lifestyle and theological outlook, 
however, all these groups were united in their concern for the politi- 
cal existence and holiness of the elected people of Israel. The procla- 
mation of the basileia of God by Jesus and his movement shared this 
central theological concern for the renewal of the people of Israel as 
God’s holy elect in the midst of the nations. However, the Jesus 
movement refused to define the holiness of God’s elected people 
in cultic terms, redefining it instead as the wholeness intended in 
creation. 

Regarding the role women had in these different groups and move- 
ments of the time, one finds no direct information, either in our 
sources or in the scholarly elaborations of these sources. Since the 
Sadducees and priestly aristocracy acknowledged only the written 
Torah as Scripture but not its oral traditions and subsequent interpre- 
tations, they presumably defined the role of women according to the 
written Torah. Probably this was the case, especially with respect to 
the cultic purity rules for worship and with reference to marriage 
legislation. 

Our information about the group around John the Baptizer is scant. 
Matt 21:32 states that “tax collectors and harlots" believed John. 
However, the parallel in Luke 7:29f does not mention harlots as “hav- 
ing been baptized with the baptism of John."?? The account of John's 
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beheading in Mark 6:17-29 certainly has a historical basis but has 
been filled out with historically less reliable lurid details.? Herod was 
not a king, and he was totally dependent on Rome. Moreover, a 
young women with Salome's high social status would not have been 
a "dancing girl" at Herod's parties. Finally, the characterization of 
Herodias as “his brother Philip's wife" is ambiguous because Herod 
had two brothers named Philip. 

The Qumranites in turn were inspired by the ethos of the holy war 
and true Temple, and therefore established a male military camp of 
priests with strict purity rules and social stratification for full mem- 
bers of the group. Whether or not they engaged in short-term mar- 
riages for the sake of the procreation of children, however, is de- 
bated. Women's and children's skeletons have been found, but it is 
not clear what role they had in the community. According to the 
Manual of Discipline, ‘All that present themselves are to be assembled 
together, women and children included. Then all the provisions of 
the Covenant are to be read out loud to them, and they are to be 
instructed about all its injunctions” (1QSa 1:4f).?! The Damascus Rule 
also mentions "women and children" several times.? According to 
Josephus the Essenes declined to bring wives or slaves into the com- 
munity because they believed "that the latter practice contributes to 
injustice and that the former opens the way to a source of dissension” 
(Antiquities XVIII.21).? Philo's presentation of the Essenic attitude 
toward marriage and women is colored by his own derogatory per- 
spective: 


They eschew marriage because they clearly discern it to be the 
sole or principal danger to the maintenance of the communal life, 
as well as because they particularly practice continence. For no 
Essene takes a wife, because a wife is a selfish creature, exces- 
sively jealous and adept at beguiling the morals of her hus- 
band and seducing him by her continued impostures. . . . For 
he who is either fast bound in the love lures of his wife or under 
the stress of nature makes his children his first care ceases to be 
the same to the others and unconsciously has become a different 
man and passed from freedom into slavery. [Hypothetica 
11.14-17] 


That Philo's description is antimarriage rather than antiwoman, how- 
ever, can be seen from his description of the ascetic Therapeutrides 
who are just as committed to their vocation and the study of the 
Scriptures as the men. 

Wisdom and apocalyptic literature also developed a negative un- 
derstanding of women. They were the occasion of sin for angels as 
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well as for men, especially for the wise. Middle-class intellectual men, 
thus, were warned to be very cautious and suspicious in their deal- 
ings with women. However, feminist analysis has shown that such 
an attitude of middle-class men is not typically "Jewish" but can 
be found in different ages and various societies. The negative state- 
ments of Philo and Josephus might have the same sociological roots.? 
Although the attitude the various groups of “revolutionaries” had 
toward women is unknown, according to Josephus the women of 
Jerusalem defended the city against the Roman army, and Romans 
considered Damascus unsafe because too many women of the city 
had converted to Judaism. Since these groups recruited their support 
from the common people and the impoverished of the countryside, 
their attitude toward women might not have been as strict as that of 
other groups. 

We do not know for sure whether the Pharisees admitted women 
to their ranks and especially to the table community of the havuroth,°° 
but then we know very little about these Pharisaic associations on the 
whole. As we have seen, according to Neusner, the system of Mish- 
nah came to its conclusion only toward the end of the second century, 
while the system's generative ideas must have emerged some time 
before the turn of the first century. These generative ideas are basi- 
cally congruent with those of the Damascus Rule and the Manual of 
Discipline in Qumran. According to Neusner this Mishnaic system is 
thoroughly androcentric, because "in the nature of things" women— 
like the earth, time, fruits, bed, chair, table, and pots— "are sanctified 
through the deeds of men." 

At the same time, the book of Judith, which was not accepted in the 
rabbinic canon, must have appealed to the theological imagination of 
various Jewish groups of the time. As a fictional account written 
sometime during the first century B.c.E.,?? the book espouses not only 
wisdom, Exodus, pharisaic, and zealotic motifs but also calls upon 
God as the "God of the lowly, the helper of the oppressed, the protec- 
tor of the forlorn, the savior of those without hope" (9:11). Its theol- 
ogy is consciously modeled after the Exodus narrative where by "the 
hand of Moses" Israel is liberated (Exod 9 and 14).? Its review of 
Israel's history serves as a remembrance of God's previous interven- 
tions in hopeless situations. Such a remembrance engenders the hope 
that God will again act on behalf of the covenant people. Just as 
according to Wis 11:1 Sophia-Wisdom “made their affairs prosper 
through the hand of the holy prophet" so the Lord will again take 
care of Israel "through the hands" of Judith (8:33; 9:10; 12:4; 13:14, 
15; 16:6). Her scrupulous observation of the dietary prescriptions 
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(10:5) helps her to win the victory over the enemy. Judith's victorious 
act and faith are modeled after Moses, who liberated his people from 
Egypt's oppressive power, after Jael's victory over Sisera (Judg 4:21) 
and David's beheading of Goliath (1 Sam 17:51). 

The heroic biography of Judith tells us several things about the 
position and role of women at the time when the book was written 
and read. Judith had inherited her husband's considerable estate 
and had managed it through a woman steward (8:10). She was free to 
reject remarriage and, like the Therapeutrides, to dedicate her life to 
prayer, ascesis, and the celebration of the sabbath. She had the au- 
thority to summon the elders of the town and to rebuke them. She 
censured their theological misjudgment and misconduct in the face of 
the enemy: "Listen to me, rulers of the people of Bethulia! What you 
have said to the people today is not right" (8:11). No mention is made 
that she was veiled when leaving her house. To the contrary it is 
stressed that all who saw her were struck by her beauty: 


When they saw her, and noted how her face was altered and her 
clothing changed, they greatly admired her beauty. [10:7] 


In a similar fashion Holofernes and all his servants said: 


There is not such a woman from one end of the earth to the other, 
either for beauty of face or wisdom of speech! [11:21] 


At the news of her victory the high priest and the senate of Israel 
come from Jerusalem “to see" Judith and to greet her in blessing: 


You are the exaltation of Jerusalem, you are the great glory of 
Israel, you are the great pride of our nation! [15:9] 


The victory march to Jerusalem is described as a “victory dance" of 
the women of Israel crowned with olive wreaths and following Ju- 
dith. Like Miriam, Judith sings a "new song" leading all the women 
in the dance. 


And she went before all the people in the dance, leading all the 
women, while all the men of Israel followed, bearing their arms 
and wearing garlands and with songs on their lips. [15:13] 


Judith continued to feast with the people in Jerusalem for three 
months, before returning home to her estate. She set her maid free, 
but remained unmarried, although "many desired to marry her." 
Like the patriarchs of old she lived as a famous woman to the ad- 
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vanced age of 105 years. Before her death she made a will and distrib- 
uted her property to her husband's and her own kin and was 
mourned for seven days by the house of Israel. Such final acts of 
largesse and features of greatness were typical of the ending of heroic 
biography. 

It would be a serious mistake, however, to read such heroic biogra- 
phy in moralistic terms. True, Judith is a woman who fights with a 
woman's weapons, yet far from being defined by her “femininity,” 
she uses it to her own ends. Far from accepting such circumscription 
by feminine beauty and behavior, she uses it against those male ene- 
mies who reduce her to mere feminine beauty and in so doing seri- 
ously misjudge her real power. Intelligent wisdom, observant piety, 
shrewd observation, and faithful dedication to the liberation of her 
people are Judith's true definition and personal assets. Her guileful 
remarks, her enticing beauty, and her treacherous planning are high- 
lighted in the story in an ironical fashion. 


And Holofernes said to her, "God has done well to send you 
before the people, to lend strength to our hands and to bring 
destruction upon those who have slighted my Lord. You are not 
only beautiful in appearance but wise in speech." [11:22-23] 


The male enemies walk into her trap because they are beguiled by her 
attractiveness and femininity, but have not the faintest idea of her 
religious and national self-identity and strength. In taking her just as 
“woman’’—and no more—they walk into the trap and their own 
destruction, which they want to avoid by all means: 


Who can despise these people, who have women like this among 
them? Surely not a man of them had better be left alive, for if we 
let them go they will be able to ensnare the whole world. [10:19] 


Because the male enemies see women only as appendages and assets 
to men, they do not recognize that their true foes are not the men of 
Israel who are characterized as weak and timorous. Holofernes and 
his servants rightly assume that they will have a major part in the 
dramatic story, but, because of their masculine arrogance and stupid- 
ity, they do not recognize that their part is the "'villain's role." Only 
when one sees the "feminist" irony of the story can one perceive 
Judith's greatness and appeal to the Jewish imagination of the time: 


Judith is no weakling. Her courage, her trust in God, and her 
wisdom—all lacking in her male counterparts— save the day for 
Israel. Her use of deceit and specifically of her sexuality may 
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seem offensive and chauvinistic. For the author it is the opposite. 
Judith wisely chooses the weapon in her arsenal that is appropri- 
ate to her enemy's weakness. She plays his game, knowing that 
he will lose. In so doing she makes fools out of a whole army of 
men.*! 


However, Judith’s dramatic victory is seen as the victory of all the 
people. It reveals the God of the oppressed and hopeless as the “God 
with us” (13:11). The risk, wisdom, and courage of a woman have 
saved the people of God, once more. The woman Judith does not 
become a victim and does not allow her people to accept the role of 
victim. In the name of God she struggles against the political power of 
oppression successfully. Wisdom has prevailed over brute power; the 
military helplessness of Israel over the military prowess of the op- 
pressor; persistence and the faithful, intelligent courage of a woman 
over the timid resignation and the stupid boasting of powerful men. 
Anyone who read this story at the beginning of our era must have 
immediately understood it as a mirror image of Israel's situation un- 
der Roman occupation.” In such a hopeless situation the image of a 
wise and strong woman could incite Israel’s imagination and engen- 
der hope and endurance in the religious-national struggle. This story 
of a woman could have appealed to the Essenes, the Pharisees, and to 
the revolutionary-prophetic groups. The first Christian writer to men- 
tion it is Clement of Rome, who points to the example of the "blessed 
Judith" in order to show that "many women, empowered by God's 
grace, have performed deeds worthy of men" (1 Clem 55.3.4). It 
seems greatly misleading, therefore, to picture Jewish women of the 
first century in particular, and Jewish theology in general, in predom- 
inantly negative terms. The book of Judith—whether written by a 
woman or by a man— gives us a clue to a quite different tradition and 
situation in first-century Judaism. 


The Basileia Vision of Jesus as the 
Praxis of Inclusive Wholeness 


The book of Judith mediates the atmosphere in which Jesus 
preached and in which the discipleship of equals originated. Jesus 
and several of his first followers were at first disciples of John the 
Baptizer and received his baptism of repentance. Jesus, however, 
seems to have separated from the group around John because of a 
prophetic-visionary experience which convinced him that Satan's 
power was broken, the eschatological war was won (Luke 10:18).** 
Where John announces, “The axe is laid to the root of the trees” (Matt 
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3:10), Jesus proclaims: "the basileia of God is in the midst of you" 
(Luke 17:21). The difference between John and Jesus is not a "break" 
but a shift of emphasis. While John announces God's judgment and 
wrath preceding the basileia and eschatological restitution of Israel, 
Jesus stresses that, in his own ministry and movement, the eschato- 
logical salvation and wholeness of Israel as the elect people of God is 
already experientially available. His reply to John's question, "Are 
you the one who is to come?. . ." underlines this experiential aspect 
of the basileia by evoking a whole range of Isaianic images: 


Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive 
their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, 
the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to 
them. [Luke 7:22 (Q)] 


This section of Q about the relationship between John and Jesus not 
only emphasizes that Jesus restores the humanity of people but also 
stresses that different interpretations of the eschatological situation 
result in very different lifestyles. John's lifestyle is that of an apoca- 
lyptic ascetic while Jesus is seen by people as "a glutton and a drunk- 
ard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34 [O]).? The pre- 
Markan collection of controversy dialogues explicitly mentions that 
the disciples of John and the Pharisees were fasting while the disci- 
ples of Jesus did not do so (Mark 2:18ff). The oldest stratum of the 
story argues that guests at a wedding feast do not fast. The experi- 
ence of the basileia’s salvation in the presence and ministry of Jesus 
does not allow for traditional ascetic practices. Only at a later time 
does the Christian community reintroduce the practice of fasting, 
justifying it with reference to the absence of Jesus.*é 

It is the festive table-sharing at a wedding feast, and not the askésis 
of the "holy man," that characterizes Jesus and his movement. Its 
central image is that of a festive meal. The parables speak of the 
basileia of God in ever-new images of a sumptuous, glorious banquet 
celebration. Just as the Essenes and Pharisaic associations, the Jesus 
movement gathered around the table and shared their food and 
drink. Yet while the Pharisees sought to realize Israel's calling as a 
"nation of priests" by carefully observing the ritual purity of the 
“holy table" and by eating their meals “like priests," Jesus and his 
movement did not observe these purity regulations and even shared 
their meals with "sinners." The central symbolic actualization of the 
basileia vision of Jesus is not the cultic meal but the festive table of a 
royal banquet or wedding feast. This difference in emphasis was 
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probably one of the major conflict points between the Jesus move- 
ment and the Pharisaic movement. None of the stories told by or 
about Jesus evidences the concern for ritual purity and moral holiness 
so typical of other groups in Greco-Roman Palestine. While Jesus 
shares their vision of Israel as the "elect people and nation of 
Yahweh” (Exod 19:5f), he does not share their understanding that the 
"holiness" of Temple and Torah is the locus of God's power and 
presence. 

Although Jesus and his movement shared the belief of all groups in 
Greco-Roman Palestine that Israel is God's elect people, and were 
equally united with the other groups in the hope of God's interven- 
tion on behalf of Israel, they realized that God's basileia was already in 
their midst. Exegetes agree that it is the mark of Jesus' preaching and 
ministry that he proclaimed the basileia of God as future and present, 
eschatological vision and experiential reality." This characteristic ten- 
sion between future and present, between wholeness and brokenness 
is generally acknowledged, even though it is interpreted or resolved 
differently. In my opinion, however, this tension can only be per- 
ceived and maintained when the reference point of the tensive sym- 
bol basileia is the general Jewish ethos of the time, and when the 
history and community of Israel is its focus. The Jesus movement in 
Palestine does not totally reject the validity of Temple and Torah as 
symbols of Israel's election but offers an alternative interpretation of 
them by focusing on the people itself as the locus of God's power and 
presence. By stressing the present possibility for Israel's wholeness, 
the Jesus movement integrates prophetic-apocalyptic and wisdom 
theology insofar as it fuses eschatological hope with the belief that the 
God of Israel is the creator of all human beings, even the maimed, the 
unclean, and the sinners.? Human holiness must express human 
wholeness, cultic practice must not be set over and against humaniz- 
ing praxis. Wholeness spells holiness and holiness manifests itself 
precisely in human wholeness. Everyday life must not be measured 
by the sacred holiness of the Temple and Torah, but Temple and 
Torah praxis must be measured and evaluated by whether or not they 
are inclusive of every person in Israel and whether they engender the 
wholeness of every human being. Everydayness, therefore, can be- 
come revelatory, and the presence and power of God's sacred whole- 
ness can be experienced in every human being.” 

Since the reality of the basileia for Jesus spells not primarily holiness 
but wholeness, the salvation of God's basileia is present and experien- 
tially available whenever Jesus casts out demons (Luke 11:20), heals 
the sick and the ritually unclean, tells stories about the lost who are 
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found, of the uninvited who are invited, or of the last who will be 
first. The power of God’s basileia is realized in Jesus’ table community 
with the poor, the sinners, the tax collectors, and prostitutes—with 
all those who “do not belong" to the "holy people," who are some- 
how deficient in the eyes of the righteous. It is like dough that has 
been leavened, but not yet transformed into bread, like the fetus in 
the womb, but not yet transformed in birth to a child.® The future can 
be experienced in the healings, the inclusive discipleship, and the 
parabolic words of Jesus, but Jesus still hopes and expects the future 
inbreaking of God's basileia, when death, suffering, and injustice fi- 
nally will be overcome and patriarchal marriage will be no more (cf. 
Mark 12:18-27 and parallels). Jesus’ praxis and vision of the basileia is 
the mediation of God's future into the structures and experiences of 
his own time and people. 

However, this future is mediated and promised to all members of 
Israel. No one is exempted. Everyone is invited. Women as well as 
men, prostitutes as well as Pharisees. The parable of the “Great Sup- 
per" (cf: Matt 22:1-14; Luke 14:16-24 [Q]; Gosp. Thom. log. 64) jolts 
the hearer into recognizing that the basileia includes everyone. It 
warns that only those who were "first" invited and then rejected the 
invitation will be excluded. Not the holiness of the elect but the 
wholeness of all is the central vision of Jesus.?? Therefore, his parables 
also take their images from the world of women. His healings and 
exorcisms make women whole. His announcement of “eschatological 
reversal" —many who are first will be last and those last will be first 
(Mark 10:31; Matt 19:30; 20:16; Luke 13:30)—applies also to women 
and to their impairment by patriarchal structures. 

That the wholeness and well-being of everyone reveals God's pres- 
ence and power comes to the fore especially in those basileia sayings 
that are considered most "authentic": the beatitudes and eschatologi- 
cal reversal sayings, the table community of Jesus with tax collectors 
and sinners, Jesus' "breaking of the sabbath law," and his authorita- 
tive reinterpretation of the Torah in the antitheses. It must be noted 
here that I am not seeking to "distill" the most "authentic" tradition 
of Jesus-sayings in such a way as to separate Jesus from his own 
people, Israel, and his first followers. The Jesus movement is not 
conceivable without Jesus, of course, but it is also inconceivable with- 
out Jesus' followers. Since I am interested in laying open the tension 
points of the Jesus movement with the dominant patriarchal culture 
in which it took shape, it is important to see who the people are for 
whom the basileia is claimed. Such tension points should not be mis- 
construed as anti-Judaism, however, since Jesus and his followers 
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were Jews and claimed their election as the Israel of God. Of course 
the alternative basileia vision of Jesus and his movement created ten- 
sions but so did those of Amos and John the Baptizer, for that matter. 
The earliest gospel strata assert again and again that Jesus claimed 
the basileia for three distinct groups of people: (1) the destitute poor; (2) 
the sick and crippled; and (3) tax collectors, sinners, and prostitutes. 
1. Jesus announces that the basileia is given to the impoverished, 
while Q already claims the "beatitudes" for the Jesus community. 
That the first beatitude promises the basileia to the socially impover- 
ished of Israel is underlined by the second and third: "Blessed are 
those that hunger, for they shall be satisfied.” Blessed are those who 
weep now, for they shall laugh." How dire the poverty of women 
was may be illustrated by the story of the poor widow who "gives her 
whole living" to the Temple treasury. "Her whole living" was "two 
copper coins which make a penny” (Mark 12:41—44).5* Most of those 
who are poor, who do not know where they will get food to still their 
hunger, who cry and hear the crying of their children, then as now, 
are women and children dependent on women. It is not clear 
whether or not the "woe" sayings against the rich (some of whom are 
women), which parallel the beatitudes in Q, are original or were 
added later.” Nevertheless they underline the eschatological reversal 
brought about by the basileia. The pre-Markan reversal saying Mark 
10:25 also emphasizes that such an eschatological warning was ad- 
dressed to the rich very early: It stresses that it is impossible for some- 
one who is rich to enter the basileia of God. This eschatological rever- 
sal is also announced in the pre-Lukan song of Mary, the Galilean: 


God has put down the mighty from their thrones, 
and exalted those of low degree; 

God has filled the hungry with good things, 

and has sent the rich empty away. [Luke 1:52f]*6 


Thus the oldest traditions elaborate concretely Jesus’ reply to John 
that "the poor have good news preached to them." Those who are 
dying of starvation and are desperate because they see no way out of 
their poverty into the future are promised the basileia. The promise of 
the basileia to the beggared and destitute affirms that God will make 
their cause God's own concern. God is on their side against all those 
who trample down their rights. The understanding that God is on the 
side of the impoverished has its roots in the covenant of God with 
Israel. Even though in antiquity—as today—poverty was seen as a 
personal failure (thus justifying despisal of the poor), in Israel pov- 
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erty was understood as injustice. Since Yahweh is the owner of the 
land and has given it into the care of all the people, the poor of Israel 
are cheated out of their rightful inheritance. Therefore, the prophets 
never tire of announcing that God is on the side of the poor and will 
take up their cause (Deut 15:7-18; Amos 2:6-8). The promise of the 
basileia to the poor, among whom are also women, should therefore 
not be misconstrued as a future consolation prize but as proclamation 
of the poor’s rights and of God’s justice. In other words, the poor do 
have a share in God’s future, while the rich and prosperous do not 
because they are consuming their inheritance now. Neither the mag- 
nificat of Mary nor the beatitudes speak of punishment for the rich 
but rather of eschatological reversal. This life and the life of the basileia 
are seen as a continuous whole. 

The Q community added a fourth beatitude that refers all the beati- 
tudes to the Christian community.” It pronounces blessing for those 
members of the Jesus movement who are persecuted, reviled, hated 
and excluded from their Jewish communities. Those who have been 
declared as no longer belonging to the elect people of Israel are told 
that they will share in the eschatological salvation. However it is clear 
at this stage that the members of the Jesus movement are still socially 
poor, destitute, and starving. Only Matthew’s beatitudes expand the 
concept beyond social poverty to a religious attitude that can be 
shared by poor and rich. 

2. The basileia of God is experientially available in the healing activ- 
ity of Jesus. While there is much discussion as to whether miracles are 
scientifically possible and whether the miracle stories are historically 
"authentic," there is insufficient attention paid to the vision of being 
human that is realized by the power of God active in Jesus. The 
basileia vision of Jesus makes people whole, healthy, cleansed, and 
strong. It restores people's humanity and life. The salvation of the 
basileia is not confined to the soul but spells wholeness for the total 
person in her/his social relations.?? The exorcisms of Jesus acknowl- 
edge that there are dehumanizing powers in this world that are not 
under our control. However, Jesus is not so much concerned with 
their polluting power as with their debilitating dehumanizing power. 
What we today call oppressive power structures and dehumanizing 
power systems, apocalyptic language calls "evil spirits," "Satan," 
"Beelzebul," demons. Therefore, if Jesus in the power of God casts 
out evil spirits and overcomes the evil powers that keep people in 
bondage, then the liberating power of God, “the basileia [,] has come 
(ephthasen) upon you” (Luke 11:20).°? If the pre-Lukan tradition iden- 
tifies Mary of Magdala as a woman "from whom he has cast out seven 
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demons” (cf. Mark 16:9 and Luke 8:2), then she is not thereby charac- 
terized as a "sinner," but as someone who has experienced the un- 
limited (seven) liberating power of the basileia in her own life. 

Those who were maimed, crippled, and sick were either poor or 
became impoverished through death and illness. The story of the 
woman "who had a flow of blood for twelve years" (Mark 5:25-34) 
shows this dramatically.9 "She had spent all that she had" by con- 
sulting "many physicians" but "she was not better but rather grew 
worse." These few terse words narrate forcefully the economic im- 
poverishment of the incurably ill. However, this woman's predica- 
ment was not just incurable illness but also permanent uncleanness. 
She was not only unclean herself, but polluted everyone and every- 
thing with which she came in contact (Lev 15:19-31). For twelve years 
this woman had been "polluted" and barred from the congregation of 
the “holy people." No wonder she risked financial ruin and economic 
destitution to become healthy, and therefore cultically clean, again. 
Jesus calls her "daughter" of Israel and announces: Go in peace, that 
is, be happy and whole (shalom). You are healed. 

This story was probably interlinked with the story of the daughter 
of Jairus, one of the rulers of the synagogue, not only because of the 
catchword twelve but also because it proclaims the same understand- 
ing of wholeness and holiness. Jesus touches the dead girl and thus 
becomes “unclean” (cf. Num 19:11-13). Yet the power of the basileia 
does not rest in holiness and cultic purity. The girl gets up and walks, 
she rises to womanhood (Jewish girls became marriageable at 
twelve). The young woman who begins to menstruate, like the older 
woman who experiences menstruation as a pathological condition, 
are both "given" new life. The life-creating powers of women mani- 
fested in "the flow of blood" are neither "bad" nor cut off in death 
but are "restored" so that women can “go and live in shalom,” in the 
eschatological well-being and happiness of God.*! 

The synoptic sabbath healings of Jesus present a special difficulty to 
exegetes, because they seem to narrate occasions where Jesus “will- 
fully" breaks the sabbath commandment of the Torah.” Exegetes are 
at pains to explain that the pre-Markan (Mark 3:1-5) and pre-Lukan 
(Luke 14:1-6) sabbath healings attempt to elucidate Jesus' general 
theological principle that "to do good," “to heal," and “to save life" 
overrules the sabbath Torah. Yet such a principle would have been 
conceded by all the other Jewish interpreters of the law who agreed, 
more or less, that one is allowed on the sabbath to “save the life" of 
either humans or animals. Moreover, the healing stories do not sup- 
port the general theological maxim implied in the question of the 
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controversy dialogue. The man with the withered hand as well as the 
man who had dropsy were not critically ill and easily could have 
waited one day longer to be healed. The offensiveness of the sabbath 
healings lies precisely in the fact that Jesus breaks the sabbath law 
even though it is not called for at all. To have him do so merely to 
teach his opponents a lesson appears to me to be later Christian 
interpretation. 

I would suggest that Luke 13:10-17, the story about the "double 
bent woman,” rather then Mark 3:1—5, represents the oldest tradition 
of the sabbath healings. Exegetes rule this assumption out on form- 
critical grounds when they argue that the controversy-dialogue in this 
story is not interwoven with the controversy of the scholastic teach- 
ing dialogue, but only later appended to it. Yet it is possible that the 
healing story (Luke 13:10-13) was originally independent and was 
expanded to a dialogue at a later stage. The dialogue does not argue 
that "in order to save life" Jesus broke the sabbath Torah—the 
woman was bent double for eighteen years— but it argues that he did 
so in order to make her whole and "free her from her infirmity.” The 
reference point is not that one was allowed to save an animal in 
danger on the sabbath but that it was necessary to water ox and ass 
on the sabbath. To be sure, some Jews might have disputed such a 
“lax” interpretation of the sabbath Torah although it must have oc- 
curred. However, what is "disturbing" here is not a “lax” or "strict" 
interpretation of the law, but the fact that Jesus' response seems not 
to have heard the objection of the "ruler of the synagogue," whose 
precise point was that there were six days on which one could come 
to be healed, leaving no need to "come on the sabbath day to be 
healed." The dialogue startles and leads us to seek for another "clue" 
to understand the story. It forces us to ask, why did Israel observe the 
sabbath? 

Sabbath observance was the ritual symbolization of Israel's election 
as a holy people since the exile. In the pre-Christian book of Jubilees, 
which also had great influence in Qumran, the sabbath is kept in 
heaven and on earth as a sign that the Jews are God's people and 
Yahweh is their God. Israel keeps sabbath by abstaining from all 
work, and so "'to eat and to drink, and to bless Him who has created 
all things as he has blessed and sanctified unto Himself a peculiar 
people above all peoples" (Jub 2:20f). While his opponents insist on a 
complete "rest from work" on the sabbath day (cf. Luke 13:14), Jesus 
made it possible for the woman and the people to fulfill the purpose of 
the sabbath rest from work: the praise of God, the creator of the world 
and the liberator of this people. The woman who “was made 
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straight" "praised God," while the common people (ochlos) were 
happy (echairen) about all the "glorious things that came into being 
through him. Therefore, the woman can truly be called “a daughter 
of Abraham" (cf. Luke 3:8 [Q]: children), a full member of the sancti- 
fied people of Israel. 

A last aspect of this healing story is significant. The illness of the 
woman was caused by Satan. This daughter of Israel was in a bond- 
age that deformed her whole bodily being for eighteen years. In help- 
ing her, Jesus freed her from Satan's power and restored God's crea- 
tion. Jesus acted according to the intention of the sabbath Torah. 
Therefore, joy and praise are appropriate. Jesus' sabbath healing is 
not an offense against the sanctified people of Israel, but rather en- 
ables the daughter of Abraham, together with the community of an- 
gels, to celebrate God, the creator of all people and the liberator of the 
chosen people of Israel. 

This interpretation is confirmed by the pre-Markan controversy 
dialogue Mark 2:23-28.9 The statement that "the Human Being [Son 
of Man] is lord even of the sabbath" (2:28) probably is a later addition 
by the church that transmitted this story. The saying that “the sab- 
bath was made for human persons but not humans for the sabbath" is 
most likely an original saying of Jesus that is the climax of the whole 
story. In this story it is not Jesus but his disciples who are accused of 
breaking the sabbath. It is not illness but hunger that leads them to do 
so. Jesus points to David and his followers who not only broke the 
sabbath law but ate sacred bread (although they were not priests). 
While the reference to Scripture reasons with the Pharisees, Jesus' 
word in v. 27 stresses the deepest intention of the sabbath law: it is 
created so that people can praise, in festive eating and drinking, the 
goodness of Israel's creator God. The disciples of Jesus, who, like the 
very poor, have no food but the ears of grain that they pluck and eat, 
do fulfill the intentions of the Torah. They keep the sabbath, that is, 
they eat to the praise of God, although they have almost nothing with 
which to do so. The story then tells what it means that the "sabbath 
came into being for human beings, and not humans for the sake of 
the sabbath." It would be misleading to insist on only one half of the 
sabbath commandment—the command not to work—while pervert- 
ing the other—eating and drinking in honor of God— by letting peo- 
ple starve.“ 

3. While the sick and possessed are easily seen as belonging to the 
poor and starving to whom the basileia is promised, exegetes usually 
see the moral but not the social predicament of tax collectors, sinners, 
and prostitutes. They almost unanimously agree that the historical 
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Jesus and the earliest Jesus movement in Palestine associated with tax 
collectors, sinners, and prostitutes, although we have only scant tra- 
ditions for this information. Yet we can still trace redactional ten- 
dencies in the traditioning process and in the Gospels that seek to 
make this accusation against the Jesus movement more understand- 
able and acceptable. Jesus’ movement and praxis included everyone. 
Even prostitutes and tax collectors shared in its community gathered 
around the table. This historical praxis is still reflected in the Markan 
(2:15) and Lukan (15:2b) redactional overlay as well as in the Q tradi- 
tion (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:34). It also comes to the fore in the provoca- 
tive saying: "Truly I say to you, the tax collectors and harlots go into 
the basileia of God before you” (Matt 21:31 [SM]). 

Usually the designations tax collectors, sinners, and prostitutes are 
understood in a moralizing sense. Yet sinner is not an inclusive con- 
cept for tax collectors and prostitutes. The tradition, especially in 
Luke, shows the tendency to identify the prostitute with sinner, but 
these two notions are not interchangable. It is also important to recog- 
nize that in a patriarchal society prostitution is the worst form of 
“pollution” (sin) for a woman, although prostitution is an essential 
function of patriarchy. Since prophetic times the notion "prostitute" 
had acquired religious theological overtones in Israel, insofar as the 
"harlot" was the paradigm of the "unfaithful people Israel" and of 
their “whoredom” with other gods in pagan idolatry. That the harlots 
will enter into the basileia ahead of the faithful and righteous Israelite 
is outrageous, to say the least. 

The phrase "tax collectors, sinners, and prostitutes," however, 
characterizes not just a morally reprehensible group of people but 
even more a class so destitute that they must engage in "dishonor- 
able" professions in order to survive. Although because of Luke 19 
we have an image of tax collectors as “rich,” most of the tax collectors 
who did the actual work were impoverished, or were slaves em- 
ployed by a “tax agency," and quickly dismissed if problems arose. 
Palestine was plagued by a very oppressive tax system: Roman tax 
agents gathered, as direct taxes, the produce and toll tax; servants of 
the high-priestly aristocracy of Jerusalem collected the tithes as their 
direct share in the harvest, leaving very little for the country priests 
and levites; indirect taxes, import and export taxes, and taxes on all 
produce and leases in Jerusalem were farmed out to the highest bid- 
ders. Since the custom and toll taxes could be collected, even when 
one was merely going from one village to the other, harassment by 
tax collectors was not only annoying but also very expensive, espe- 
cially since tax collectors had to take in more than the official fee if 
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they wanted to make a living. Levi was probably such a subordinate 
tax collector because he actually sat at the tollbooth (Mark 2:14). 
Throughout antiquity tax collectors were likened to robbers and 
thieves, and treated with contempt for their coarseness. Their harass- 
ment and extortion were notorious. In Judaism tax collectors were, in 
a special way, "unclean," and often hated as agents of Rome's colo- 
nial power. 

As is the case today, so in antiquity most prostitutes were impover- 
ished unskilled women.” Found mostly in the cities, they often lived 
in brothels or houses connected with a temple. Prostitutes usually 
were slaves, daughters who had been sold or rented out by their 
parents, wives who were rented out by their husbands, poor 
women, exposed girls, the divorced and widowed, single mothers, 
captives of war or piracy, women bought for soldiers—in short, 
women who could not derive a livelihood from their position in the 
patriarchal family or those who had to work for a living but could not 
engage in "middle"'- or “upper’’-class professions. In Palestine, torn 
by war, colonial taxation, and famine, the number of such women 
must have been great. 

The notion of “sinner” can have a whole range of meanings. It can 
characterize people who did not keep the Torah, whether in the 
stricter Sadducaic or the wider Pharisaic senses; those who, in our 
terms, were criminals (in Israel, political and religious law were one 
and the same); or those who worked in disreputable jobs such as 
fruit-sellers, swineherders, garlic peddlers, bartenders, seamen, pub- 
lic announcers, tax collectors, pimps, prostitutes, servants, and other 
service occupations, all of which were deemed “polluting” or “un- 
clean" by theologians and interpreters of the Torah. All categories of 
sinners were in one way or another marginal people who were badly 
paid and often abused. The few "rich" tax collectors or prostitutes 
were exceptions and, as such, proved the oppressive character of the 
societal-religious system. 

The story of the woman who washed Jesus’ feet (Luke 7:36-50) has 
a very complex tradition-history that is far from being adequately 
resolved. It seems that already at a pre-Lukan stage of the tradition, 
some elements in the story of the “woman anointing Jesus’ head" 
(Mark 14:3-11; John 12:1-8) had been taken over into the narrative. 
Such elements are probably the ‘alabaster flask of ointment’ (7:37c), 
the anointing (7:38c), and the name of the Pharisee, Simon. More- 
over, the parable might originally have been told independently, but 
if such was the case it must have been taken into the story at a very 
early stage. It seems, however, that the contrast between the Pharisee 
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and the woman, as well as the emphasis on the forgiveness of sins, is 
the work of redaction, since later Christian authors emphasize the 
enmity between the Pharisees and Jesus’ disciples. Luke especially 
stresses over and over again that "Jesus called sinners to repent- 
ance." Therefore, it was probably he who characterized the woman as 
"a woman of the city, a sinner," that is, a prostitute. 

The original story is neither a story about a rich prostitute nor about 
a prostitute at all. The relationship between Jesus and the Pharisee is 
that between friends and colleagues, and Jesus is assumed to be "a 
prophet" as we see in the earliest Q christology. I would therefore 
suggest that the original story may have read as follows: 


One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him and Jesus went 
to the Pharisee's house and sat at table. And behold a woman 
having learned that he was sitting at table in the Pharisee's 
house, and standing behind him at his feet weeping, began to 
wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her 
head, and kissed his feet. Now when the Pharisee who had in- 
vited him saw it he said to himself: "If this man were a prophet, 
he would have known what sort of a woman this is who is touch- 
ing him; that she is a sinner." In response Jesus said to him: "I 
have something to say to you," and he answered, "What is it, 
Teacher?" “A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five 
hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When they could not pay he 
remitted their debt, graciously. Now which of them will love him 
more?" And turning to the woman he said to her: “Your sins are 
forgiven. Go in peace (shalom).” 


Some such story must have circulated very early among the Jesus 
disciples, probably claiming Jesus himself for its message. The story 
does not say what kind of sinner the woman was—she could have 
been a criminal, a ritually unclean or morally bad person, a prostitute, 
or simply the "wife of a notorious sinner." That the early Christian 
movement soon saw both this story and the story of the woman with 
a flow of blood as “baptismal” stories is evident from the formulaic 
statement "your faith has saved you” which alludes to early Christian 
baptismal tradition. That this statement is a later addition in both 
stories is obvious, however, since “the faith" of the women was not 
mentioned previously. The stories assert, then, that Jesus and his 
movement invited into their table community not only women but 
even notorious and well-known sinners. Sinners, prostitutes, beg- 
gars, tax collectors, the ritually polluted, the crippled, and the impov- 
erished—in short, the scum of Palestinian society— constituted the 
majority of Jesus' followers. These are the last who have become the 
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first, the starving who have been satisfied, the uninvited who have 
been invited. And many of these were women. 

But how could Jesus have been a prophet of God, and his move- 
ment a prophetic movement in Israel making the basileia experien- 
tially available, when this inclusiveness ran counter to everything 
previously thought to be the will of God revealed in Torah and Tem- 
ple? Was it not Beelzebul/Satan in the guise of God's prophet who 
was at work? That the praxis of Jesus and his disciples offended the 
religious sensibilities not only of their fellow Jews but also of later 
Christians is apparent when one examines the understanding of sin 
and forgiveness. While the earliest Jesus traditions eschew any un- 
derstanding of the ministry and death of Jesus in cultic terms as 
atonement for sins, it was precisely this interpretation which soon 
took root in some segments of the early Christian movement. Yet 
such an interpretation of Jesus' death as atonement for sins is much 
later than is generally assumed in New Testament scholarship.9 The 
notion of atoning sacrifice does not express the Jesus movement's 
understanding and experience of God but is a later interpretation of 
the violent death of Jesus in cultic terms. The God of Jesus is not a 
God who demands atonement and whose wrath needs to be placated 
by human sacrifice or ritual. C. Ochs has elaborated that the patriar- 
chal God of Abraham and of Christians is judgmental and demands 
the sacrifice of the only son.” Although such an interpretation of the 
death of Jesus is soon found in early Christian theology, the death of 
Jesus was not a sacrifice and was not demanded by God but brought 
about by the Romans. 


The Sophia-God of Jesus 
and the Discipleship of Women 


The Jesus movement articulates a quite different understanding of 
God because it had experienced in the praxis of Jesus a God who 
called not Israel's righteous and pious but its religiously deficient and 
its social underdogs. In the ministry of Jesus God is experienced as 
all-inclusive love, letting the sun shine and the rain fall equally on the 
righteous and on sinners (Matt 5:45). This God is a God of gracious- 
ness and goodness who accepts everyone and brings about justice 
and well-being for everyone without exception." The creator God 
accepts all members of Israel, and especially the impoverished, the 
crippled, the outcast, the sinners and prostitutes, as long as they are 
prepared to engage in the perspective and power of the basileia. Con- 
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versely, it is stressed: "No one is good but God alone" (Mark 10:18b; 
Luke 18:19b). 

1. This inclusive graciousness and goodness of God is spelled out 
again and again in the parables.” It has already been shown that the 
parable of the creditor who freely remits the debts of those who 
cannot pay articulates this gracious goodness of God by stressing that 
women, even public sinners, can be admitted to the Jesus movement 
in the conviction that “they will love more.” The double simile of the 
shepherd searching for the lost sheep and of the woman searching for 
her lost silver coin, in all likelihood was already taken over by Luke 
from Q in its present form.” The Q community used these similes to 
reply to the accusation that "Jesus receives sinners and eats with 
them" (Luke 15:2; cf. Mark 2:16b for a similar accusation), justifying it 
with the application that "in heaven there is joy over the sinner who 
repents." The original form of the double story was probably parable 
rather than simile, since it did not include this explicit "application" to 
the situation of the community. Like the original story, this applica- 
tion stresses the joy of "finding the lost" but no longer emphasizes 
the search. As Jesus might have told this parable, it would have jolted 
the hearer into recognition: this is how God acts—like the man 
searching for his lost sheep, like the woman tirelessly sweeping for 
her lost coin. Jesus thus images God as a woman searching for one of 
her ten coins, as a woman looking for money that is terribly important 
to her. In telling the parable of the woman desperately searching for 
her money, Jesus articulates God's own concern, a concern that deter- 
mines Jesus' own praxis for table community with sinners and out- 
casts. The parable then challenges the hearer: do you agree with the 
attitude of God expressed in the woman's search for her lost "capi- 
tal"? 

The basileia parable of "the laborers in the vineyard" (Matt 20:1—16) 
articulates the equality of all rooted in the gracious goodness of 
God." Its Sitz im Leben is similar to that of the parable of the lost sheep 
and the lost coin, namely, the Jesus movement's table sharing with 
outcasts. The social world of the parable is that of a first-century 
Palestinian landowner who, in order to save money, hired laborers 
day by day and hour by hour during the harvest. To a contemporary 
hearer of this parable the householder would clearly be God, and the 
vineyard, Israel. The contrast between the parable's world and the 
actual labor practices and exploitation of the poor laborers— daily or 
hourly—underlines the gracious goodness and justice of God. Those 
who are last receive a whole day's payment. Yet the story does not 
end here, for it also expresses the offense taken by some of the first 
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hired. The householder had treated them justly in giving them the 
promised payment for the day's work. If the last had received less 
they would have been satisfied. But instead of arguing for "just 
wages” and labor practices for all, those first hired grumble because 
the householder "has made the last equal to themselves.” Jesus’ para- 
ble thus startles his hearers into the recognition that God’s gracious 
goodness establishes equality among all of us, righteous and sinner, 
rich and poor, men and women, Pharisees and Jesus’ disciples. It 
challenges the hearer to solidarity and equality with "the last" in 
Israel. The all-inclusive goodness of Israel’s God calls forth human 
equality and solidarity. The tensive symbol basileia of God evokes in 
ever new images a realization of the gracious goodness of Israel’s God 
and the equality and solidarity of the people of God. A very similar 
understanding of equality is expressed in one of the earliest state- 
ments of the contemporary women’s liberation movement: 


We define the best interests of women as the best interests of the 
poorest, most insulted, most despised, most abused woman on 
earth. . . . Until Everywoman is free, no woman will be free.” 


Radical feminism has rediscovered the ‘equality from below” es- 
poused by the Jesus movement in Palestine without recognizing its 
religious roots. 

The earliest Jesus traditions perceive this God of gracious goodness 
in a woman's Gestalt as divine Sophia (wisdom).”° The very old saying, 
"Sophia is justified [or vindicated] by all her children" (Luke 7:35[Q]) 
probably had its setting in Jesus' table community with tax collectors, 
prostitutes, and sinners, as well. The Sophia-God of Jesus recognizes 
all Israelites as her children and she is proven "right" by all of them. 
The Q community qualifies this saying by stressing that the most 
eminent of the children of Sophia are John and Jesus. Only Matthew 
identifies Sophia with Jesus.” It is now Jesus-Sophia who becomes 
justified by her deeds. 

Jewish wisdom theology developed in Egypt, but it also permeated 
apocalyptic literature and can be found in Qumran theology. From 
the third century B.C.E. on, Jewish wisdom theology celebrated God's 
gracious goodness in creating the world and electing Israel as the 
people among whom the divine presence dwells in the female Gestalt 
of divine Sophia. Although Jewish (and Christian) theology speaks 
about God in male language and images, it nevertheless insists that 
such language and images are not adequate "pictures" of the divine, 
and that human language and experience are not capable of behold- 
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ing or expressing God’s reality. The second commandment and the 
unspeakable holiness of God’s name are very concrete expressions of 
this insistence. To fix God to a definite form and man-made image 
would mean idolatry. Classical prophetic theology, often in abusive 
language, polemicized against the pagan idols and thus rejected god- 
dess worship, but it did not do so in defense of a male God and a 
patriarchal idol. By rejecting all other gods, prophetic theology in- 
sisted on the oneness of Israel’s God and of God’s creation. It therefore 
rejected the myth of the "divine couple," and thus repudiated mascu- 
linity and feminity as ultimate, absolute principles. But in doing so, it 
did not quite escape the patriarchal understanding of God, insofar as 
it transferred the image of the divine marriage to the relationship of 
Yahweh and Israel who is seen as his wife or bride. 

Unlike classical prophecy, wisdom theology is not characterized by 
fear of the goddess in its apologetic "defense" of monotheism.” 
Rather, it is inspired by a positive attempt to speak in the language of 
its own culture and to integrate elements of its "goddess cult," espe- 
cially of Isis worship, into Jewish monotheism. As such it does theol- 
ogy as "reflective mythology," that is, it uses elements of goddess- 
language in order to speak of the gracious goodness of Israel's God. A 
well-known prayer to Isis proclaims that all the different nations and 
peoples use divine names familiar to them. They call on the goddess, 
doing so because they know that Isis, being ore, is all. 

Divine Sophia is Israel's God in the language and Gestalt of the 
goddess.” Sophia is called sister, wife, mother, beloved, and teacher. 
She is the leader on the way, the preacher in Israel, the taskmaster 
and creator God. She seeks people, finds them on the road, invites 
them to dinner. She offers life, rest, knowledge, and salvation to 
those who accept her. She dwells in Israel and officiates in the sanctu- 
ary. She send prophets and apostles and makes those who accept her 
"friends of God." "She is but one but yet can do everything, herself 
unchanging. She makes all things new" (Wis 7:27). Wisdom sought a 
dwelling place among humanity, but found none. Therefore she has 
withdrawn again and “has taken her seat among the angels" (1 Enoch 
42:1-2). Sophia is described as “all-powerful, intelligent, unique" 
(Wis 7:22). She is a people-loving spirit (philanthropon pneuma, 1:6) 
who shares the throne of God (9:10). She is an initiate (mystis) of 
God's knowledge, an associate in God's works, and emanation of the 
God of light, who lives in symbidsis with God (8:3-4), an image of 
God's goodness (7:26). One can sense here how much the language 
struggles to describe Sophia as divine (without falling prey to dithe- 
ism). Goddess-language is employed to speak about the ore God of 
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Israel whose gracious goodness is divine Sophia. Jewish wisdom the- 
ology, as distinct from gnostic theology, has successfully struggled 
against the danger of divine dimorphism. It did not, however, avoid 
anthropological dualism, as the negative characterization of women 
in wisdom and apocalyptic writings indicates. It thereby opened up 
the possibility for projecting such anthropological dualism into divine 
reality and for rejecting the creator God of Judaism. 

While cosmological wisdom mythology has influenced the earliest 
christological expressions of the Christian missionary movement, its 
traces—though significant—are scant in the traditions of the Jesus 
movement. The earliest Palestinian theological remembrances and 
interpretations of Jesus' life and death understand him as Sophia's 
messenger and later as Sophia herself. The earliest Christian theology 
is sophialogy. It was possible to understand Jesus' ministry and death 
in terms of God-Sophia, because Jesus probably understood himself 
as the prophet and child of Sophia. As Sophia's messenger he calls 
“all who labor hard and are heavy laden” and promises them rest and 
shalom. He proclaims that the discipleship (the "yoke") of Sophia is 
easy and her load light to bear (Matt 11:28-30). Such a sophialogical 
context also makes more comprehensible the difficult saying of Q 
(Matt 12:32; Luke 12:10) that blasphemy against Jesus, the paradig- 
matic Human Being, will be forgiven, but not blasphemy against the 
Holy Spirit. A statement against Jesus can be forgiven, but a state- 
ment against the "child" or messenger of Sophia-Spirit cannot, be- 
cause it means a rejection of the gracious goodness of God. 

This theological reflection understood John and Jesus as the 
prophets and apostles who stand in the succession of Sophia's mes- 
sengers. Like these others, they are persecuted and killed: "Therefore 
also the Wisdom of God said: 'I will send them prophets and apostles, 
some of whom they will kill and persecute' " (Luke 11:49 [Q?]). In a 
moving passage Sophia laments the murder of her envoys, her 
prophets, who are sent in every generation to proclaim the gracious 
goodness and justice of God to the people of Israel: 


O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you slay the prophets and stone those 
who are sent to you. How often have I wanted to gather your 
children as a mother bird collects her young under her wings, but 
you refused me. [Luke 13:34 (Q)]9? 


This saying likens the ministry of Sophia-Jesus to that of a hen gather- 
ing her very own brood under her wings. But the gentleness and care 
of Sophia is rejected. 
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To sum up, the Palestinian Jesus movement understands the minis- 
try and mission of Jesus as that of the prophet and child of Sophia 
sent to announce that God is the God of the poor and heavy laden, of 
the outcasts and those who suffer injustice. As child of Sophia he 
stands in a long line and succession of prophets sent to gather the 
children of Israel to their gracious Sophia-God. Jesus’ execution, like 
John’s, results from his mission and commitment as prophet and 
emissary of the Sophia-God who holds open a future for the poor and 
outcast and offers God’s gracious goodness to all children of Israel 
without exception. The Sophia-God of Jesus does not need atone- 
ment or sacrifices. Jesus’ death is not willed by God but is the result of 
his all-inclusive praxis as Sophia’s prophet. This understanding of the 
suffering and execution of Jesus in terms of prophetic sophialogy is 
expressed in the difficult saying which integrates the wisdom and 
basileia traditions of the Jesus movement: “The basileia of God suffers 
violence from the days of John the Baptist until now and is hindered 
by men of violence" (Matt 11:12). The suffering and death of Jesus, 
like that of John and all the other prophets sent to Israel before him, 
are not required in order to atone for the sins of the people in the face 
of an absolute God, but are the result of violence against the envoys 
of Sophia who proclaim God’s unlimited goodness and the equality 
and election of all her children in Israel. 

2. This reality of God-Sophia spelled out in the preaching, healings, 
exorcisms, and inclusive table community of Jesus called forth a circle 
of disciples who were to continue what Jesus did. Sophia, the God of 
Jesus, wills the wholeness and humanity of everyone and therefore 
enables the Jesus movement to become a “discipleship of equals.” 
They are called to one and the same praxis of inclusiveness and equal- 
ity lived by Jesus-Sophia. Like Jesus, they are sent to announce to 
everyone in Israel the presence of the basileia, as God's gracious fu- 
ture, among the impoverished, the starving, the tax collectors, sin- 
ners, and prostitutes. Like Jesus, his disciples are sent to make the 
basileia experientially available in their healings and exorcisms, by 
restoring the humanity and wholeness of Sophia-God's children. The 
majority of them were not rich, like the Cynic philosophers who 
could reject property and cultural positions in order "to become free 
from possessions." Rather, they were called from the impoverished, 
starving, and "heavy laden" countrypeople. They were tax collectors, 
sinners, women, children, fishers, housewives, those who had been 
healed from their infirmities or set free from bondage to their evil 
spirits. What they offered was not an alternative lifestyle but an alter- 
native ethos: they were those without a future, but now they had 
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hope again; they were the "outcast" and marginal people in their 
society, but now they had community again; they were despised and 
downtrodden, but now they had dignity and self-confidence as God- 
Sophia's beloved children; they were, because of life's circumstances 
and social injustices, sinners with no hope to share in the holiness 
and presence of God, but now they were heirs of the basileia, experi- 
encing the gracious goodness of God who had made them equal to 
the holy and righteous in Israel. As such they came together in the 
discipleship of equals and shared their meager bread with those who 
came to hear the gospel. (The stories about the miraculous feedings of 
the multitudes not only have eucharistic overtones but also speak of 
the worry and concern of Jesus' disciples that they had so little food to 
share.) They stand in the succession of Sophia-prophets, announcing 
shalom to Israel. As the disciples of Jesus-Sophia they continue what 
Jesus did, namely, making the reality of God's basileia and the all- 
inclusive goodness of the Sophia-God of Jesus experientially avail- 
able.*! 

Whereas the Q traditions limit the prophetic ministry of Jesus and 
his movement to the people of Israel, the Galilean Jesus movement 
seems to have accepted gentiles at a very early date. The pre-Markan 
controversy dialogues Mark 2:1—3:6, as well as the pre-Markan mira- 
cle collection utilized in Mark 4:35-8:10, seem to address the question 
of inclusive table community with gentiles as an inner-Christian 
problem. The Galilean “missionaries” stress that many sinners were 
sitting down at table with Jesus and his disciples "for there were 
many who followed him" (Mark 2:15).? Sinners now meant not those 
Jews who in one way or the other had committed an offense against 
the Torah, but, as is often the case in Jewish discourse, it meant 
"pagans." Thus at an early stage some members of the Galilean Jesus 
movement justified their inclusive table community with pagans by 
reference to Jesus' own praxis and the fact that many non-Jews had 
become disciples of Jesus. 

They do this, not so much as a defense against the Pharisees but 
rather against the criticism of other Christians, since the controversy 
collection evidences an inner-Christian debate. That such an inclusive 
table sharing of both Jews and gentiles was very controversial among 
Christians is obvious from Paul's statement (Gal 2:11—14) that Peter 
the Galilean had table community with gentile Christians in Antioch 
but ceased to do so when he was attacked. He and other Jewish 
Christians reversed themselves when they were under attack by 
some followers of James from Jerusalem. The conversion of the centu- 
rion Cornelius in Acts 10:1—-11:18 reflects the same debate about ritual 


THE Jesus MOVEMENT AS RENEWAL MOVEMENT WITHIN JUDAISM * 137 


uncleanliness. After Peter had baptized the Roman’s whole house he 
went up to Jerusalem and was attacked by the “circumcision party" 
(Acts 11:2f): “Why did you go to the uncircumcised [i.e., pagans] and 
eat with them?” Peter justifies his table sharing with gentile Chris- 
tians by citing a heavenly vision in which he was directed to eat 
unclean food. 

The pre-Markan story about the healing of the Gerasene demoniac 
(Mark 5:1-20) makes the same point but with a different theological- 
historical argument: it was Jesus himself who liberated the gentiles 
from their “unclean” spirits. Jesus did not ask him to stay "with him" 
but commanded him to proclaim to his friends the "great mercy" of 
the Lord (5:18-20). The Sitz im Leben of this strange exorcism story is, 
therefore, not the missionary preaching to gentiles but the inner- 
Christian debate over the mission to pagans and table sharing be- 
tween them and Jewish Christians. 

The same difficult problem is discussed theologically in the pre- 
Markan miracle story in Mark 7:24—30.9 Surprisingly, the major theo- 
logian and spokesperson for such a table sharing with gentiles is a 
woman. As distinct from all other controversy dialogues, Jesus does 
not have the last word. Rather, the woman's argument prevails over 
that of Jesus. The parabolic saying of Jesus against the admission of 
gentiles to the community of Jesus provokes the intelligent retort of 
the woman. She takes up Jesus’ parabolic image of the ''table- 
children-housedogs" and uses it to argue against him. The woman 
"wins" the contest because Jesus, convinced by her argument (dia 
touton ton logon), liberates her daughter from the demon. 

Except for the introduction in v. 24a and the addition in v. 27 (the 
children first), the story is a unified pre-Markan composition. If it was 
told together with the exorcism story of the unclean Gerasene demo- 
niac, then these stories use the example of Jesus against those who use 
a saying of Jesus to justify a strict prohibition against the gentile mis- 
sion. Thus the enigmatic saying in Matt 7:6 warns not to give food 
offered in sacrifice (and therefore holy) to dogs, and not to give pearls 
to swine. Since dogs and swine were considered unclean animals 
they could be used figuratively to characterize pagans. This saying 
ascribed to Jesus, then, argues that the gospel of the basileia which is 
compared to a pearl in Matt 13:45 (and the "holy" table sharing 
among Christians) should not be given to gentiles for fear they might 
misuse it. 

If Mark 7:24a is Markan redactional introduction, then the original 
story is located in Galilee. The woman is characterized ethically and 
culturally as a gentile. Her daughter (her future?) is in bondage to evil 
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and she expects liberation from Jesus. The Greek verb chortasthenai 
("become satisfied") connects the story with the two messianic pre- 
Markan feeding miracles, insofar as this verb is only found in Mark 
here and in 6:42; 8:4, 8). The feeding miracles have strong eucharis- 
tic overtones which are toned down by Mark. The argument, then, 
that the children (Israel) should be fed and that their food should not 
be taken from them and given to the dogs (gentiles) is countered by 
the woman by referring to the messianic abundance of Christian table 
community. The gracious goodness of the God of Jesus is abundant 
enough to satisfy not only the Jews but also the gentiles. The power 
of the basileia liberates not only the "children" of Israel but also the 
woman-child who, as a female and as a gentile, is doubly polluted 
and subject to the "bondage" of ritual impurity. 

If John 4:1-42 reworks a traditional mission legend about a wom- 
an's primary role in the beginnings of the Christian community in 
Samaria, then there is evidence from two different strata of the 
gospel tradition that women were determinative for the extension of 
the Jesus movement to non-Israelites. Women were the first non-Jews 
to become members of the Jesus movement. Although the 
Syrophoenician respects the primacy of the "children of Israel," she 
nevertheless makes a theological argument against limiting the inclu- 
sive messianic table community of Jesus to Israel alone. That such a 
theological argument is placed in the mouth of a woman is a sign of 
the historical leadership women had in opening up Jesus' movement 
and community to "gentile 'sinners'" (Gal 2:15b). 

This historical development was of utmost significance for the be- 
ginnings of Christianity. Women who had experienced the gracious 
goodness of Jesus' God were leaders in expanding the Jesus move- 
ment in Galilee and in developing a theological argument from the 
Jesus traditions for why pagans should have access to the power of 
Jesus' God and a share in the superabundance of the messianic table 
community. By challenging the Galilean Jesus movement to extend 
its table sharing and make the basileia’s power and future experien- 
tially available also to gentiles, these women safeguarded the inclu- 
sive discipleship of equals called forth by Jesus. The Syrophoenician 
woman whose adroit argument opened up a future of freedom and 
wholeness for her daughter has also become the historically-still- 
visible advocate of such a future for gentiles. She has become the 
apostolic "foremother'" of all gentile Christians. 

3. Galilean women were not only decisive for the extension of the 
Jesus movement to gentiles but also for the very continuation of this 
movement after Jesus' arrest and execution. Jesus' Galilean women 
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disciples did not flee after his arrest but stayed in Jerusalem for his 
execution and burial. These Galilean women were also the first to 
articulate their experience of the powerful goodness of God who did 
not leave the crucified Jesus in the grave but raised him from the 
dead. The early Christian confession that "Jesus the Nazarene who 
was executed on the cross was raised" is, according to the pre- 
Markan resurrection story of Mark 16:1-6, 8a,% revealed in a vision 
first to the Galilean women disciples of Jesus. 

In all likelihood, the Galilean disciples of Jesus fled after his arrest 
from Jerusalem and went back home to Galilee. Because of their vi- 
sionary-ecstatic experiences, the women who remained in the capital 
came to the conviction that God had vindicated Jesus and his minis- 
try. They, therefore, were empowered to continue the movement and 
work of Jesus, the risen Lord." They probably sought to gather to- 
gether the dispersed disciples and friends of Jesus who lived in and 
around Jerusalem— women disciples like Mary, Martha of Bethany, 
the woman who had anointed Jesus, the mother of John Mark who 
had a house in Jerusalem, or Mary, the mother of Jesus, as well as 
such male disciples as Lazarus, Nicodemus, or the "beloved" disci- 
ple. Some of these women probably also moved back, very soon, to 
Galilee, their native country. Such a reconstruction of the events after 
the death and resurrection of Jesus is historically plausible, since it 
might have been easier for the women of the Jesus movement to go 
"underground" than the men. By keeping alive the good news about 
the manifestation of God's life-giving power in Jesus of Nazareth, 
among the followers and friends of Jesus, the Galilean women contin- 
ued the movement initiated by Jesus. Mary of Magdala was the most 
prominent of the Galilean disciples, because according to tradition 
she was the first one to receive a vision of the resurrected Lord. 

Two different pre-Gospel traditions transmit names of Galilean 
women disciples. Although their names differ, Mary of Magdala 
seems to have been the leader among them, since she is usually 
mentioned first. The names vary in both the Palestinian (?) pre-Lukan 
and pre-Markan lists. However, Hengel has observed the tendency to 
group the women's names into groups of three, similar to the special 
groups of three among the twelve (Peter, James, John) and the lead- 
ers of the Jerusalem community (James the brother of the Lord, 
Cephas, and John). The membership in such a group of three, and 
the sequence of the names in it, indicates a preeminence in the latter 
community.*5 In Luke 8:3 the special Lukan source mentions Joanna, 
the wife of Herod's steward, who is characterized as a woman with 
higher social standing. How important she was for Luke is evident 


140 - IN MEMORY OF HER 


from his insertion of her name into the Markan list in Luke 24:10. Yet 
it is likely that Luke added her name to the orginal list because of his 
interest in wealthy women, as evident in Luke 8:1-3 and Acts. 

Hengel concludes his article by noting that "the message of Jesus 
must have had a special impact on the women in Israel,”® but he 
does not explain why this was the case. We have seen that the 
Sophia-God of Jesus made possible the invitation of women to the 
discipleship of equals. However, one could object that the Q tradi- 
tions not only image the gracious goodness of the God of Jesus as 
divine Sophia but also call this God "father." Do they thereby indi- 
rectly legitimize patriarchal structures and the "second class" status 
of women in such structures, or does their androcentric language 
have a critical impulse that radically denies any religious authority 
and power for the structures of patriarchy? To raise such a question is 
not to raise a modern question alien to the New Testament text, but to 
explore the Jesus traditions in terms of social-political structures. We 
have seen that, in the first century, patriarchy was well established as 
a social institution but also that it was undermined by religious prac- 
tices and legal conventions that gave women more freedom and eco- 
nomic powers. 


Liberation from Patriarchal Structures 
and the Discipleship of Equals 


Previously I attempted to show that the early Christian movement 
was inclusive of women's leadership and can therefore be called 
"egalitarian." As a conflict movement within Palestine, Syria, Greece, 
Asia Minor, and Rome, it challenged and opposed the dominant 
patriarchal ethos through the praxis of equal discipleship. Luise 
Schottroff has objected, however, that since "liberation from patriar- 
chal structures" was not of primary interest to the Palestinian Jesus 
movement it was never articulated as a "major theme." The emanci- 
pation or liberation "from patriarchal structure—if these still play a 
role for impoverished people in such dire social situations—stems 
from their hope for the kingdom of God.” Such an argument does 
not intend to be antifeminist but to do justice to the historical-social 
context of the women's passages in the Jesus traditions. As much asI 
share the concern for underlining the social Sitz im Leben of the Jesus 
traditions, I do not share the implied presupposition, namely, that 
patriarchal structures and poverty are two different issues and not 
two sides of the same coin. Therefore the common bases and different 
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emphases of "social-historical" and "feminist-historical" interpreta- 
tions need to be clarified further. 

Only if one conceptualizes economic exploitation and patriarchal 
oppression as two different social-economic systems can one assume 
that liberation from patriarchal structures was probably not of much 
concern to destitute people. Yet such an assumption tends to over- 
look the reality that in the first century—as today—the majority of the 
poor and starving were women, especially those women who had no 
male agencies that might have enabled them to share in the wealth of 
the patriarchal system. In antiquity widows and orphans were the 
prime paradigms of the poor and exploited. Yet in Christian con- 
sciousness and theology "poor Lazarus" but not the “impoverished 
widow” has become the exemplification of poverty. Therefore, we 
have neglected to spell out theologically Jesus’ hope for women who 
are poor and destitute. 

Moreover, I do not think that the social category of "the poor" is 
sufficient to describe the inclusive character of the Jesus movement. 
Added to this category must be that of "the marginal," because the 
healing stories, as well as the descriptions of other persons in the 
Jesus traditions, indicate that Jesus and his movement were open to 
all, especially to the “outcast” of his society and religion. Although 
the majority of the tax collectors, prostitutes, and sinners might have 
been poor, some of them probably were not. 

The assertion that liberation from patriarchal structures was not of 
primary concern to Jesus and his movement overlooks not only the 
androcentric tendencies that can be detected in the tradition and re- 
daction of the Jesus materials,” but also the "intrusion" of Jesus and 
his movement into the dominant religious ethos of the people. The 
prescription of the Holiness Code, as well as the scribal regulations, 
controlled women's lives even more than men's lives, and more strin- 
gently determined their access to God's presence in Temple and To- 
rah. Jesus and his movement offered an alternative interpretation of 
the Torah that opened up access to God for everyone who was a 
member of the elect people of Israel, and especially for those who, 
because of their societal situation, had little chance to experience 
God's power in Temple and Torah. 

Underlining this renewal aspect of the Jesus movement does 
not imply anti-Judaism. Rather, overlooking it would mean subtle 
“downgrading” of first-century Judaism's most compelling religious 
avenues for salvation. The charismatic prophet Hanina ben Dosa, a 
near contemporary of Jesus, showed a similar Galilean attitude of 
independence toward "theology." Such a Galilean resistance to 
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scribal proselytizing is summed up by a saying ascribed to Johannan 
ben Zakkai, who became one of the key figures in the reorganization 
of Judaism after 70: "Galilee, you hatest the Torah. Your end shall be 
destruction." If Neusner is correct in his delineation of the trajectory 
of the Holiness Code, then this code was the heart of patriarchal 
middle-class Jewish religion. The mere fact that the Palestinian and 
Galilean Jesus traditions not only speak of the liberation of women as 
well as of men from disease and illness but also "reflect" the objec- 
tions against Jesus permitting himself to "be touched" by the sick and 
the sinners—this fact indicates how much the inclusive discipleship 
and praxis of the Jesus movement "intruded" upon the dominant 
ethos. It distinguishes the Jesus movement from other religious 
groups seeking to control access to the presence and power of God. 

Finally, we must not oppose Jesus' "concern for the poor" to 
"emancipation from patriarchal structures." The Jesus traditions 
show both his stance on behalf of the poor as well as his concern for 
women, but they do not explicitly "articulate" in either case a strategy 
for "structural change." Jesus' proclamation does not address criti- 
cally the structures of oppression. It implicitly subverts them by envi- 
sioning a different future and different human relationships on the 
grounds that all persons in Israel are created and elected by the gra- 
cious goodness of Jesus' Sophia-God. Jesus and his movement set 
free those who are dehumanized and in bondage to evil powers, thus 
implicitly subverting economic or patriarchal-androcentric structures, 
even though the people involved in this process might not have 
thought in terms of social structures. 

The differences between a social-historical and a feminist-historical 
reading comes to the fore not so much in the interpretation of histori- 
cal texts but in the perspective brought to such a reading. The follow- 
ing assertion of Schottroff can illustrate this: "A poor woman has 
become the mother of Israel's Messiah, in whose name the messen- 
gers proclaim the beginning of the kingdom of God. She represents the 
hope of the poor—men and women—not just solely the hope of 
women.'?? I completely agree with this interpretation, but I would 
qualify it with: she represents this hope as a woman. Only such a 
qualification would authenticate such a statement as feminist. I am 
not quibbling here merely with words, but am arguing against a 
whole direction of Christian theology, which has allowed women “to 
identify" with general (male) categories and groups, for example, the 
poor, the lonely, the brothers, the priests, but has not allowed them 
to identify themselves as women in solidarity with other women. The 
self-alienation of women promoted by Christian generic language will 
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continue an exegetical and theological tradition that keeps poor 
women as women invisible. 

Nevertheless, we find some texts in the pre-Gospel Jesus traditions 
that clearly address patriarchal structures, even if indirectly. These 
are: (1) the pre-Markan controversy stories in which Jesus challenges 
patriarchal marriage structures (Mark 10:2-9 and 12:18-27); (2) the 
texts on the a-familial ethos of the Jesus movement; and (3) the saying 
about domination-free relationships in the community of disciples. 

1. The two pre-Markan controversy dialogues on patriarchal mar- 
riage are usually considered under the headings "divorce" and “the 
resurrection." However, these headings cause us to overlook the real 
issue in the debate. Mark 10:2-9 must be interpreted not only as 
separate from the saying on divorce in 10:10-12 but not even in light 
of it.” The question put before Jesus is totally androcentric (can a man 
dismiss his wife) and presupposes patriarchal marriage as a "given." 
The first exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees makes it clear that 
divorce is necessary because of the male's "hardness of heart," that 
is, because of men's patriarchal mind-set and reality. As long as patri- 
archy is operative, divorce is commanded out of necessity. One is not 
allowed to abolish it within the structures of patriarchy. However, 
Jesus insists, God did not create or intend patriarchy but created 
persons as male and female human beings. It is not woman who is 
given into the power of man in order to continue "his" house and 
family line, but it is man who shall sever connections with his own 
patriarchal family and “the two shall become one sarx.” Sarx (“flesh”) 
has a broad meaning: body, person, human being, everyone, human 
nature, human descent, that which is natural or earthly, human life in 
general, social relationships, earthly history. As opposed to spirit, 
flesh can also mean earthly, sinful human attitudes and behavior, but 
it never has solely sexual connotations. Therefore, the passage is best 
translated as "the two persons—man and woman—enter into a com- 
mon human life and social relationship because they are created as 
equals." The text does not allude to the myth of an androgynous 
primal man but to the equal partnership of man and woman in hu- 
man marriage intended and made possible by the creator God. What, 
therefore, God has joined together in equal partnership (yoked to- 
gether; cf. the yoke of Sophia-Jesus as a symbol of discipleship), a 
human being should not separate. 

The second text, Mark 12:18-27, critically questions patriarchal 
structures not with reference to creation but rather with reference to 
that eschatological future often seen in apocalyptic theology as a resti- 
tution of the original creation. The difficult legal-theological problem 
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is raised by the Sadducees who object to the unwritten belief in the 
resurrection on the grounds that it is not found in the Pentateuch. 
They point out that belief in the resurrection cannot be harmonized 
with the Torah's commandment of “levirate marriage" (Deut 
25:5-10). Such a belief would imply incest and abomination in 
heaven, since the resurrection would entail the simultaneity of per- 
sons who lived at historically different times. The woman who had 
been married to seven brothers serially, would, after the resurrection, 
be married to all of them. As the Sadducees of the story formulated it, 
the theological difficulty consists in the belief in an afterlife, since 
they cannot imagine that levirate marriage could be the theological 
issue at stake. The law of levirate marriage served the purpose of 
continuing the patriarchal family, by securing its wealth and the in- 
heritance within it, a concern important to the Sadducees, many of 
whom were upper class and priests, rich landowners living in Jerusa- 
lem—thus profiting doubly from the fees due them as priests and 
those due them from the tenants who worked their land. For them 
the levirate law protecting and perpetuating the patriarchal structures 
of the "house" was of utmost importance. Although this law some- 
times created more hardship for the brother of the deceased husband, 
while protecting the financial security of the widow, it nevertheless 
served the continuation of the family line and the maintenance of 
patriarchal structures. 

Jesus' response states flatly that they are wrong. They do not know 
either the Scriptures or the power of God, because they do not recog- 
nize that "in the world" of the living God patriarchal marriage does 
not exist either for men or for women. They neither marry nor are 
given in marriage but are “like the angels in heaven." The last expres- 
sion is often understood to mean that their "being as angels are" 
implies asexuality or freedom from sexual differentiation and sexual 
intercourse.” There is no doubt that this interpretation has claimed a 
long tradition but it has no basis in the text. The eschatological being 
of men and women "like the angels or heavenly messengers” must be 
understood with reference to the first part of the sentence. It is not 
that sexual differentiation and sexuality do not exist in the "world" of 
God, but that “patriarchal marriage is no more," because its function 
in maintaining and continuing patriarchal economic and religious 
structures is no longer necessary. This is what it means to live and be 
"like the angels" who live in "the world" of God. 

The transitional sentence, "as for the dead being raised," (v. 26a) 
seems to be a secondary insertion by the later community since it is 
not interested in the debate but in the "proof" for the resurrection. 
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The reference to the revelation of God to Moses in the burning bush 
that follows does not address this question and interest. It must be 
artificially twisted in order to refer to the resurrection (e.g., the patri- 
archs of Israel are now alive—but that is not said!). However, this 
reference replies directly to the question of the continuation of the 
patriarchal family: in the burning bush God is revealed to Moses as 
the God of the promise and of the blessing given to the patriarchs and 
their posterity. The “house” of Israel is not guaranteed in and 
through patriarchal marriage structures, but through the promise and 
faithfulness of Israel’s powerful, life-giving God. While the God of 
the patriarchal systems and its securities is the “God of the dead,” the 
God of Israel is "the God of the living." In God's world women and 
men no longer relate to each other in terms of patriarchal dominance 
and dependence, but as persons who live in the presence of the living 
God. This controversy, which reflects the social world of Palestine 
and of the Jesus movement, ends therefore with the flat statement 
that the Sadducees have "erred much" in assuming that the struc- 
tures of patriarchy are unquestionably a dimension of God's world as 
well. So, too, all subsequent Christians have erred in maintaining 
oppressive patriarchal structures. 

2. Gerd Theissen has pointed to the a-familial ethos of the Jesus 
movement in Palestine. However, by choosing Luke 14:26 (Q) as 
the oldest text for this contention he turns the Jesus movement into a 
movement of itinerant charismatic men who have left not only house 
and children but also wives, while local communities of "sympa- 
thizers" did not live such a radical ethos. Although he never clearly 
spells out the assumption that the wandering charismatics were male, 
nevertheless he unreflectively suggests that this was the case: "Proba- 
bly many families had the same feelings about their sons who had 
joined the Jesus movement as did the family of Jesus. . . . the tradi- 
tion says nothing about the way in which the families who have been 
abandoned are to find a substitute for the earning power which they 
have lost.” 

However, a more careful scrutiny of the synoptic texts, which 
speak about leaving one's house and family for the kingdom or Jesus' 
sake, clearly shows that it is not the Q traditions (but rather Lukan 
redaction) which count the wife among those family members who 
are to be left behind in following Jesus. The same saying occurs again 
in Luke 18:29b (a revision of Mark 10:29b). Here Luke shows the same 
redactional tendency to include the “wife” among those family mem- 
bers left behind, whereas Mark and Matthew mention only "house, 
brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, children, lands." Thus Luke 
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presents the only textual basis for assuming that the Jesus movement 
was a charismatic movement of wandering men, sons and husbands, 
who shirked family responsibilities in the discipleship of Jesus. By not 
including the wife among those left behind, the Q and pre-Markan 
traditions do not restrict entrance into the radical discipleship of Jesus 
to men. 

The text preceding this discipleship saying in Q (Matt 10:34-36 
and parallel Luke 12:51—53) also announces that Jesus brings to the 
patriarchal household not peace but rather the "sword," the symbol 
for bitter enmity between members of the same household. The mes- 
sage and claim of Jesus "destroys" natural family bonds, setting son 
against father and father against son, daughter against mother and 
mother against daughter, daughter-in-law against mother-in-law and 
mother-in-law against daughter-in-law (cf. Micah 7:6). This saying 
stresses that children are set over against their parents and parents 
against their children, thus emphasizing strongly that the problem 
occurs among female members of the household. Yet it does not make 
the same statement about wife and husband. The apocalyptic de- 
struction and dissolution of the family announced for the cataclysmic 
last days before the end of the world in Micah 7:6 and Mark 13:12, 
characterize, according to the Q traditions, the present time of disci- 
pleship. Without question the discipleship of Jesus does not respect 
patriarchal family bonds, and the Jesus movement in Palestine 
severely intrudes into the peace of the patriarchal household. To 
claim that such a radical a-familial ethos is asked only of the male 
wandering charismatics but not of the local sympathizers is a serious 
misreading of the texts. 

A similar critique of "natural" family claims and bonds is expressed 
in the double corrective macarism or beatitude in Luke 11:27f—a text 
which Luke derived either from Q or his special source (SL). A 
woman in the crowd cries out: "Happy [or blessed] the womb that 
bore you, and the breasts you sucked." But (corrective) he said, 
"Happy rather those who hear the word of God and keep it." Faithful 
discipleship, not biological motherhood, is the eschatological calling 
of women. That the saying includes Mary, the mother of Jesus, 
among his faithful disciples, can only be derived from the Lukan 
redactional context (cf. Luke 2:19, 51),? not from the older tradition. 
The parallelizing of the two macarisms and their connection with a 
Greek adversative particle?’ indicates that the original saying opposes 
religious claims made on grounds of motherhood but not on grounds 
of discipleship. 

Such an interpretation is supported by the pre-Markan tradition 
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which contrasts the patriarchal family with the community of equal 
discipleship. The pronouncement story in Mark 3:31-35 defines the 
circle of disciples around Jesus as his true family.” The saying of 
Jesus in v. 35, “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister 
and mother,” which could have been circulated originally without the 
narrative context of vv. 31—34, is similar to Luke 11:28. Those who live 
the gracious goodness of God are Jesus' true family, which includes 
brothers, sisters, and mothers, but, significantly enough, no fathers. 
The exclusion of fathers from the "true family" of Jesus cannot be 
explained by biographical references or by reference to God as the 
true father of Jesus, since Mark 10:30 also omits fathers. However 
"mothers and sisters," that is, women, are clearly included among 
the followers of Jesus. This is underlined by the tension between the 
narrative context and the saying of Jesus. Whereas the narrative con- 
text stresses twice (Mark 3:31, 32) that "Jesus' mother and brothers 
were outside calling him," the saying of Jesus refers to brothers, 
mother, arid sisters. 

Moreover the narrative context makes it clear that those who “do 
the will of God" come together in discipleship to form a new “house- 
hold." Jesus is "inside" the house, "at home” (cf. 3:19). He points to 
those who "sat around him" and declares them to be his true family 
(v. 34). The discipleship community abolishes the claims of the patri- 
archal family and constitutes a new familial community, one that 
does not include fathers in its circle. 

The same understanding of the discipleship of equals is expressed 
in Mark 10:29-30, a pre-Markan Jesus saying introduced by Peter's 
question to which Mark has added "with persecutions." The tradi- 
tional saying maintains that those who have left their patriarchal 
"households" and cut themselves off from their familial relationships 
in order to join Jesus and his movement will receive everything back a 
"hundredfold" already, now, in this time. The Jesus movement was 
the messianic community which brought together impoverished and 
marginal people, as well as "houseowners" and "farmers," and 
bound them together in a new kinship and family based on radical 
discipleship. 

3. This new "family" of equal discipleship, however, has no room 
for "fathers." Whereas "fathers" are mentioned among those left 
behind, they are not included in the new kinship which the disciples 
acquire "already now in this time." Insofar as the new "family" of 
Jesus has no room for "fathers," it implicitly rejects their power and 
status and thus claims that in the messianic community all patriarchal 
structures are abolished. Rather than reproducing the patriarchal re- 
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lationships of the "household" in antiquity, the Jesus movement de- 
mands a radical break from it. The "house churches” in Galilee that 
might have transmitted these sayings are not divided into radical 
itinerant disciples and more bourgeois sympathizers, nor do they 
espouse love patriarchalism. 

The child/slave who occupies the lowest place within patriarchal 
structures becomes the primary paradigm for true discipleship. Such 
true discipleship is not measured on the father/master position but on 
that of the child/slave. This can be seen in the paradoxical Jesus say- 
ing: "Whoever does not receive the basileia of God like a child (slave) 
shall not enter it" (Mark 10:15). This saying is not an invitation to 
childlike innocence and naiveté but a challenge to relinquish all 
claims of power and domination over others. 

Just as this saying in its original setting reached beyond the circle 
of disciples to present a discipleship challenge to all of Jesus' hearers, 
so the saying about the first and greatest (among you) who is (or will 
be) your child or slave originally challenged all those in Palestine who 
were prominent in their society to be in "solidarity" with the slaves 
and powerless in Israel. This Jesus saying does not speak of eschato- 
logical reversal (the last will be first or the lowly will be exalted and 
vice versa), but about the "solidarity from below" required by the 
basileia of God. It clearly presupposes a society in which masters and 
slaves exist, and challenges those in positions of dominance in a 
feudal society to become "equal" with those who are powerless. Mas- 
ters should relinquish domination over their slaves and tenants, and 
"serve" them in the same total fashion as a slave had to serve her/his 
master. 

The importance of this saying for the Jesus movement is indicated 
by its inclusion in the synoptic tradition in a sevenfold combination, 
and in its transmission in very different forms and situations.!? The 
ecclesial process of interpretation applied a saying originally ad- 
dressed to the socially well-to-do in Israel to its own relationships 
within the discipleship of equals. Mark 10:42-45 and 9:33-37— 
adapted by Matt 20:26-27 and Luke 22:24-27 to their own situations 
and theological perspectives— contrasts the political structures of 
domination with those required among the disciples. Structures of 
domination should not be tolerated in the discipleship of equals, but 
those who "would be" great or first among the disciples must be 
slaves and servants of all. True leadership in the community must be 
rooted in solidarity with and in work for those who are "slaves and 
servants" in the community. But where Mark and Matthew acknowl- 
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edge no "great" or "first" members of the community at all, Luke 
does. His only requirement is that their style of leadership orient itself 
according to the example of Jesus. 

A second series of these sayings emphasizes that "the little child" 
should be the primary object of the community's care and service 
(Mark 9:35-37; Matt 18:1-4; Luke 9:48), because Jesus himself is 
present to the community in those children whom the community 
has accepted in baptism ("in my name"). This form of the tradition 
would seem to reflect a very concrete situation in which the commu- 
nity took care of its baptized children. However, such child care must 
already have caused problems, since the “great” and the "first" in the 
community seem not to have sought after it very much. According to 
Mark 9:35 (cf. Mark 10:13-16) the "twelve" male disciples constitute 
the circle of the "great" who are specifically addressed here. In this 
situation, where child care appears to have been a community prob- 
lem, the saying insists that the discipleship of equals must be inclu- 
sive of children and serve their needs, if the community wants to 
have Jesus—and God—in their midst. 

A third form of the sayings against "wanting to be" "great" and 
"first" in the community is found in Matt 23:8-11 (SM).!°! Matthew— 
or his tradition—has combined the saying about the "greatest who 
shall be the servant of all" (v. 11) on the one hand with the eschato- 
logical reversal saying about those who exalt themselves being hum- 
bled and vice versa (v. 12). On the other hand, he has combined it 
with an injunction against "patriarchal" roles and titles within the 
community of disciples (vv. 8-10). Although it is very difficult to 
situate these injunctions within the pre-Matthean tradition because 
Luke does not have such prohibitions, it is apparent, nevertheless, 
that the last prohibition, "Neither be called spiritual masters" (v. 10), 
restates v. 8 in explicitly Christian terms, insofar as the "absolute 
phrase 'the Christ' " is used. This saying, therefore, seems to be a 
secondary redaction of v. 8.10? 

In all likelihood the original form of the saying in v. 8 read “‘disci- 
ples" rather than "brothers," since the former is the usual antonym to 
teacher, while the latter, an antonym to "father," would better fit the 
second saying. Since it is a favored Matthean designation for the 
members of the Christian community, Matthew might have placed it 
here in order to be able to redact the second saying in terms of his 
own theology. The original prohibition, then, juxtaposes the terms 
“not to be called rabbi," "one teacher," “all disciples," in the form of 
an inclusion: 


Jg 44 
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But you are not to be called rabbi 
for you have one teacher 
and you are all disciples. 


Either Matthew's tradition, his source, or Matthew's redaction com- 
bined this saying with a second prohibition (v. 9) which, in its present 
form, is not quite parallel to the first. 


Call no one father among you on earth 
for you have one heavenly father. 


The parallelism of this saying contrasts earth and heaven, with the 
prohibition formulated in the active sense.” However, the phrase 
"heavenly father" indicates the redactional hand of Matthew, who 
also added "on earth." Thus the more original form of the saying 
may have read: 


Call no one father 
for you have one father 
(and you are all siblings). 


This short injunction, "Call no one father, for you have one father," 
thus maintains the same relationships as the saying in Mark 10:29-30 
did. The new kinship of the discipleship of equals does not admit of 
"fathers," thereby rejecting the patriarchal power and esteem in- 
vested in them. 

In sum, regardless of what the original form of the sayings in Matt 
23:8-9 may have looked like, the content of the sayings remains the 
same: the discipleship of equals rejects teachers because it is consti- 
tuted and taught by one, and only one, teacher. Similarly, the kinship 
relationship in the discipleship of equals does not admit of "any 
father" because it is sustained by the gracious goodness of God 
whom the disciples and Jesus call "father" (Luke 11:2-4 [Q]; 12:30; cf. 
Mark 11:25). The "father" God is invoked here, however, not to 
justify patriarchal structures and relationships in the community of 
disciples but precisely to reject all such claims, powers, and struc- 
tures. Since the social world evoked by these two sayings is that of 
Palestine and since they correspond to the theological emphasis 
found in the Q traditions, these sayings could have belonged to Mat- 
thew's source Q. The self-understanding and praxis of Jesus and his 
movement in Palestine are especially reflected in v. 9. 

The address "father" used by Jesus and his disciples has caused 
many Christian feminists great scandal because the church has not 
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obeyed the command of Jesus to “call no one father,” for you have 
“one father," and because it has resulted in legitimizing ecclesial and 
societal patriarchy with the "father" name of God, thereby using 
the name of God in vain. But “the Lord will not hold him guiltless 
who takes his name in vain" (Exod 20:7). The saying of Jesus uses the 
"father" name of God not as a legitimization for existing patriarchal 
power structures in society or church but as a critical subversion of all 
structures of domination. The "father" God of Jesus makes possible 
“the sisterhood of men" (in the phrase of Mary Daly) by denying any 
father, and all patriarchy, its right to existence. Neither the "broth- 
ers" nor "the sisters" in the Christian community can claim the "au- 
thority of the father" because that would involve claiming authority 
and power reserved for God alone.!?* 

However, we must also see that the original logion did not merely 
address the Christian community and its relationships. It also en- 
joined the disciples of Jesus from recognizing any father authority in 
their society, because there is only one father. The social-critical po- 
tential of this saying with respect to all patriarchal structures has yet 
to be brought to bear upon societal-political change. The monotheistic 
fatherhood of God, elaborated in the Jesus traditions as the gracious 
goodness usually associated with a mother, must engender liberation 
from all patriarchal structures and domination if it is to be rescued 
from the male projection of patriarchy into heaven. Thus liberation 
from patriarchal structures is not only explicitly articulated by Jesus 
but is in fact at the heart of the proclamation of the basileia of 
Godas: 


Conclusion 


I have sought in this chapter to enter the “world” of Jesus and 
those who followed him. In doing so I have asked what it was like for 
a woman in Palestine to hear and be involved with Jesus and his 
movement. I have insisted on the importance of recognizing this 
“world” of Jesus as the Jewish “world” of Palestine and of seeing 
those who followed him as Jewish women. Even though Christianity 
and Judaism only subsequently became two distinct religions, I have 
not resorted to the term Judaeo-Christian tradition to describe the 
common history of Jewish and “Christian” women. Rather, for the 
most part, I have employed the term Israel in naming the people of 
Jesus and his Jewish followers who became our Christian foresisters. I 
am well aware of the problem raised by this characterization as well, 
but I have decided in favor of it on the grounds that it was positively 
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used by the rabbis! and by early Christian writers to announce the 
gracious goodness of God in electing and caring for a historical 
oppressed people. I am well aware that this choice does not solve the 
problem, but it does open it up for a feminist discussion. Thus a 
feminist reconstruction of the world of first-century Jewish women, 
especially one undertaken by a Christian, while remaining very ten- 
tative and preliminary, nevertheless may serve to foster a feminist 
historical-theological exploration. 

In reconstructing the world of Jesus and his movement, I have 
presupposed the methods and results of historical-critical exegesis, 
for example, the two-source theory for the synoptics, form-critical 
delineation of the most "original" stratum of the Jesus traditions, etc. 
However, any reader conversant with these scholarly results will rec- 
ognize that my "reading" of these texts and traditions is often quite 
different. The difference is methodological. Where form criticism and 
tradition history stress the "word" component of a story or tradition, 
often favoring it as more original than the narrative, I have focused on 
the narrative text and the historical actors involved, because women 
are found in the story of Jesus and his movement. In stressing the 
narrative aspect I am not trying to eliminate the sayings and words of 
Jesus and his disciples. Rather, my purpose lies in modifying the 
view so widely held in form criticism that a miracle story or a contro- 
versy-dialogue setting is just an illustration or exemplification of the 
relevatory “word” or pronouncement of Jesus. If the revelatory word 
is a word in which God's praxis with respect to Israel is disclosed, the 
“word” is a story, and the story may not be reduced to an "ideological" 
statement. This insight has revolutionized parable interpretation in 
recent years and will do the same for the other Gospel narratives. The 
story, in turn, also should not be reduced to “text” as an ideologically 
fixed ontological structure, but rather be understood in the context of 
the social-historical world that it evokes. Only when we place the 
Jesus stories about women into the overall story of Jesus and his 
movement in Palestine are we able to recognize their subversive char- 
acter. In the discipleship of equals the "role" of women is not periph- 
eral or trivial, but at the center, and thus of utmost importance to the 
praxis of “solidarity from below.''!07 

The story of the anointing of Jesus by a woman articulates this 
insight. In its final form it is told by a community that already envi- 
sions a world-wide mission: wherever the gospel—the good news of 
the basileia—is announced, in the whole wide world, the praxis of this 
woman will be remembered. Like the prophets anointing the kings of 
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Israel on the forehead, so the woman anoints Jesus. She publicly 
names him in a prophetic sign-action. She has spent much money to 
do so and is reprimanded sanctimoniously by the male disciples of 
Jesus. Those disciples who have projected their messianic dreams of 
greatness and dominance on Jesus use "the poor” as an argument 
against her. But Jesus defends her: "For you always have the poor 
with you, and whenever you decide to do so you can do good ['to 
them' is not found in all manuscripts], but me you do not always 
have." The community that tells this story knows that Jesus is no 
longer present in their midst. They do not "have" Jesus anymore 
with them. However, the poor (not just the impoverished Christians) 
are still very much present among them. Now is the time to decide to 
do good. Thus in remembering that a nameless woman prophet has 
anointed Jesus as the messianic inaugurator of the basileia, the com- 
munity also remembers that the God of Jesus is on the side of the 
poor and that God's future, the basileia, belongs to the poor. The 
communal remembering of the woman's story always evokes the 
remembrance of the basileia promised to the impoverished and starv- 
ing. Conversely, wherever the good news of the basileia—the gos- 
pel—is preached in the whole wide world, what the woman prophet 
has done will be remembered. 

Luke no longer understands this powerful story as the story of a 
woman prophet, and therefore replaces it with the story of "the re- 
pentant sinner." At the same time, he no longer understands the 
"solidarity from below" that inspired Jesus and his first followers. 
The poor have become an object of almsgiving and charity, while 
poverty is seen as an ascetic challenge and “practice for special reli- 
gious people." Although the eucharistic formula "in remembrance of 
me" (1 Cor 11:24, 25) is verbally similar to the gospel proclamation "in 
remembrance of her," the later church has not ritualized this story of 
the woman prophet, using it instead to assert as God's will that 
poverty cannot be eliminated. The "church of the poor" and the 
"church of women" must be recovered at the same time, if "solidarity 
from below” is to become a reality for the whole community of Jesus 
again. As a feminist vision, the basileia vision of Jesus calls all women 
without exception to wholeness and selfhood, as well as to solidarity 
with those women who are the impoverished, the maimed, and out- 
casts of our society and church. It knows of the deadly violence such a 
vision and commitment will encounter. It enables us not to despair or 
to relinquish the struggle in the face of such violence. It empowers us 
to walk upright, freed from the double oppression of societal and 
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religious sexism and prejudice. The woman-identified man, Jesus, 
called forth a discipleship of equals that still needs to be discovered 
and realized by women and men today. 
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Chapter 5 


The Early Christian 
Missionary Movement 
Equality in the Power of the Spirit 


Te beginnings of the early Christian missionary movement are 
shrouded in historical darkness. As was the case with the Jesus 
movement in Palestine, sources for the early Christian missionary 
movement in the Greco-Roman world are lacking for the crucial time 
between 30 and 50 c.£., since the Pauline letters were written in the 
50s and 60s, while Acts belongs to the last decade of the first century. 
The historical picture that emerges when information from the Paul- 
ine letters and from Acts is pieced together is very sketchy and far 
from comprehensive. 


All too often we are only left with traces: names of people with- 
out specific details, isolated events, sporadic accounts or obscure 
legends—as from the Talmudic literature, except where sud- 
denly larger fragments emerge, resting on individual lucky dis- 
coveries. We constantly come up against gaps and white patches 
on the map; our sources are uncertain and we have to content 
ourselves with more or less hypothetical reconstructions. All this 
is true of ancient history in general and even more of the history 
of early Christianity in particular, above all during its first 150 
years.! 


Since, in all probability, the author of Acts does not know the genuine 
Pauline letters, the Acts account must be supplemented and corrected 
by the information about early Christian developments found in the 
Pauline literature. Paul's letters, however, are occasional pastoral 
writings. They are not primarily interested in conveying information 
on the beginnings of early Christian mission. Their references to per- 
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sons, places, or disputes are incidental, not comprehensive. Acts, in 
turn, intends to present not a history of the early Christian movement 
and the Christian communities, but a recounting of the "deeds" of 
the leading apostles Peter and Paul.” The author refers to other per- 
sons, events, or communities of the missionary movement only inso- 
far as they shed light on or are connected with the dominant heroes of 
the book. Lacunae, contradictions, and loose ends in the narratives 
allow us to perceive the tension between Luke's traditional materials 
and his own redactional theological interests. Even Hengel, who 
pleads for the historical trustworthiness of Acts, must concede: 


He certainly knew a good deal more than he put down; when he 
is silent about something, there are usually special reasons for it. 
Only by this strict limitation of his material can he "put his he- 
roes in the right perspective.'? 


When we ask which historical information about the involvement 
of women in the very beginnings of the Christian missionary move- 
ment has survived the "Lukan silence," the answer seems at first 
glance completely negative. No women are mentioned among the 
original apostles, the Jerusalem Hellenists, or in the Antiochene 
church. Moreover, the occasional Pauline references to women's 
names and leadership titles appear insignificant when read within the 
redactional framework of early Christian beginnings provided by 
Acts. Nowhere in his work does Luke picture women as missionaries 
and preachers. Rather he stresses that women, as wealthy proselytes 
or godfearers, support or oppose Paul's missionary work. The center 
stage of Acts is occupied by Paul, the great apostle and missionary to 
the gentiles. Women appear on this stage only as auxiliary supporters 
or influential opponents of Paul's mission. 

However, when we read the occasional Pauline references to 
women in their own setting, we recognize that the Pauline and the 
post-Pauline literature know of women not merely as rich patron- 
esses of the Christian missionary movement but as prominent leaders 
and missionaries who—in their own right—toiled for the gospel. 
These women were engaged in missionary and church leadership 
activity both before Paul and independently of Paul. Without ques- 
tion they were equal and sometimes even superior to Paul in their 
work for the gospel. As Jewish Christian missionaries, these women 
might have belonged to the Christian communities in Galilee, Jerusa- 
lem, or Antioch which stand at the very beginnings of the Christian 
missionary movement.* As I have shown, the Gospel traditions still 
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reflect the fact that women were, on the one hand, instrumental in 
continuing the movement initiated by Jesus after his execution and 
resurrection and, on the other hand, involved in expanding this 
movement to gentiles in the adjacent regions. The tensions in Luke's 
account of the first Christian community in Jerusalem and the expul- 
sion of the Hellenists indicate that women were also active in the 
Christian community of Jerusalem. 

This chapter seeks to reconstruct the beginnings and the institu- 
tional, organizational forms of the early Christian missionary move- 
ment; to elaborate its overall theological perspective; and finally to 
situate its pre-Pauline baptismal self-expression (Gal 3:28) within the 
structural and theological framework of the movement. 


“The Church in Her House" 


It appears that very soon after the execution and resurrection of 
Jesus the community of so-called Hellenists gathered alongside the 
Aramaic-speaking community of Jerusalem. These Hellenists were 
probably Greco-Palestinians who, whether as families or as individ- 
uals, had resettled in Jerusalem. Archaelogical finds have shown that 
Greek-speaking synagogues existed in Jerusalem and that many of 
their members were women. Josephus tells us about Queen Helena of 
Adiabene who returned to Jerusalem to live out her life in the holy 
city. Most of these Greco-Palestinians were probably very observant 
Jews since they or their families had returned to Jerusalem. However, 
some of them might have been disappointed by the actual everyday 
life of Jerusalem and the Temple because it did not correspond to 
their expectations.? 

Although the account of the Hellenists (Acts 6:1—8:3) is strongly 
overlaid by the redactional interests of Luke, it is still possible to 
reclaim some historical information from the Lukan redactional ten- 
dencies, as the following aporias in Luke's account? show. 

Although Acts claims that the believers were "one heart and one 
soul" in the Jerusalem church, a conflict between the so-called He- 
brews and Hellenists arises. In Luke's terms this conflict is resolved 
by a clear-cut division between the work of the apostles (the diakonia 
of the word) and that of the seven Hellenists (the diakonia of the 
tables). However, the subsequent narrative pictures the seven as 
powerful preachers and missionaries who were expelled from Jerusa- 
lem after the death of Stephen, while the church which gathered in 
Jerusalem around the apostles and James, the brother of the Lord, did 
not suffer expulsion. Moreover, Stephen was lynched because of his 


THE EARLY CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY MOVEMENT * 163 


critique of the Temple, while James and the apostles are characterized 
by Luke as faithful observants of the Torah and the Temple rituals. 
Luke tries to gloss over these differences among the leadership in the 
Jerusalem church (or churches), but the facts were probably available 
not only to him but also to his readers, and he was compelled to 
incorporate some of the available historical information into his own 
account, although this information seems to have undermined his 
theological interest in picturing the mother community of Jerusalem 
as of one heart and one soul, sharing everything. 

“Those who were scattered went about preaching the word” (8:4) 
to Samaria, Caesarea Damascus, and “as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, 
and Antioch” (11:19). According to Luke, it was Peter who first ad- 
mitted "gentiles" because he had received God's directive in a vision 
to do so. However, the remark of Acts, that some people from Cyprus 
and Cyrene preached "the Lord Jesus" (11:20f) to the "Greeks" in 
Antioch first and that "a large company was added to the Lord" 
(11:24) indicates that a larger group of missionaries stands at the 
beginning of the gentile mission. Among them was Barnabas, a na- 
tive of Cyprus who, like many Jews of the Diaspora, had moved to 
Jerusalem. According to Acts he was an emissary of the church in 
Jerusalem who approved the gentile mission—though this "ap- 
proval" may have been emphasized mainly to support Luke's central- 
ist image of early Christian beginnings. He appears to be the leader of 
the Antiochene church, who not only brought Paul to Antioch 
(11:25f) but also seems to have introduced him to Peter (Gal 1:18; cf. 
Acts 9:27). Barnabas, then, was the teacher of Paul, an apostle and 
missionary to the gentiles before and later with Paul (cf. 14:4, 14), and 
a prophet (13:1; cf. Acts 11:24). 

Whether Barnabas belonged to the Hellenists or not, however, is 
unclear, since according to Acts, he was not expelled from Jerusalem. 
Again, this information might reflect Lukan redactional interest in 
making the Jerusalem church central to early Christian missionary 
beginnings. The description of Barnabas as a Levite born in Cyprus 
(4:36), as well as his initiative in the gentile mission and his leadership 
of the Antiochene church, speaks for his being one of the "Helle- 
nists." On the other hand, he could also have represented a direction 
in the Jerusalem church distinct from either the Hellenists or James 
and the circumcision party. These theological circumstances would 
explain why it was so difficult for Paul, on the one hand, to distin- 
guish his own theological emphasis from that of other Christian mis- 
sionaries (Hellenists?) in Corinth and, on the other hand, to defend 
his “law’’-free mission and apostleship to the gentiles in Galatia over 
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and against the circumcision party of James. Paul's situation was 
further aggravated when both Peter and Barnabas retrenched on their 
earlier practice of table sharing with the gentile Christians (Gal 
2:11-21). After this conflict with Peter and Barnabas, Paul seems to 
have lost all connection with and influence on the church in Antioch. 

It is Barnabas, therefore, who seems to have forged the links not 
only between the two major communities of Jerusalem and Antioch 
but also between Antioch and the so-called Pauline missionary field. 
Thus Barnabas, and not his disciple Paul, was the most prominent 
and influential leader in the beginnings of the Christian missionary 
movement, with its center in Antioch, a cosmopolitan urban center of 
the Greco-Roman world and the third largest city in the Roman Em- 
pire after Rome and Alexandria. Yet we know very little about either 
the teaching of Barnabas or the beginnings of the Christian commu- 
nity in Antioch, Alexandria, or Rome, since the Pauline mission was 
centered in Greece and Asia Minor. We know from Paul's letter to the 
Romans that Paul had not founded the community there. If the 
Jewish-Christian pseudo-Clementine writings contain some historical 
reminiscences, then it was Barnabas who brought the gospel to 
Rome. He is characterized as belonging “to the circle of disciples” of 
Jesus,? an expression that, interestingly enough, emerges for the first 
time in Acts in connection with the Hellenists (cf. Acts 6:1, 2, 7). 

Although Barnabas might not have visited Rome personally, it is 
more probable that members of the Antiochene church first evangel- 
ized in the capital. The peculiar role assigned to Antioch in the redac- 
tional plan of Acts, however, as well as the silence about Barnabas 
and the Antiochene church in other early Christian writings, indi- 
cates how difficult the reconstruction of the early Christian move- 
ment is, on the whole, if one of its most influential centers remains so 
elusive to historical inquiry. Such a reconstruction therefore must 
proceed like the restoration of an old painting which has been painted 
over again and again. 

Although no women are mentioned among the seven Hellenists 
appointed to devote themselves to the diakonia at table, Luke men- 
tions the daughters of Philip as well-known prophets in early Chris- 
tianity.? The prominent prophet leader of Thyatira mentioned in Re- 
velation 2 also appears to be associated with the followers of Nico- 
laus, who was one of the seven. Women are also involved in the 
original conflict which, according to Acts, led to the separation of the 
ministry into that of the apostles and that of the seven. 

Acts' description of the incident and its resolution is clearly colored 
by the Lukan theological-historical interest in covering up a serious 
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conflict that arose in the very beginnings of the Christian movement. 
This conflict resulted in the expulsion from Jerusalem of the Helle- 
nists, who then initiated the Christian missionary movement to the 
gentiles. Although Luke seeks to subordinate the Hellenists to the 
apostles in Jerusalem and to reserve the ministry of the word to the 
latter, the Hellenists come to the fore as powerful missionary 
preachers and founders of communities. ? 

The division of the one diakonia into two, namely, the ministry at 
table and the ministry of the word, probably reflects a later practice of 
the Christian missionary movement, while the subordination of one 
to the other and the ascription of these ministries to certain groups 
clearly express Luke’s own situation. This situation is remarkably 
similar to that in the Pastorals, which also distinguish between minis- 
ters who “labor in preaching and teaching” (1 Tim 5:17) and those 
who “serve” (1 Tim 3:8ff). Although the term diakonos does not occur 
in Acts, it is likely that the readers of Acts saw in Acts 6 the institution 
of the diaconate (cf. also Acts 19:22), since they were familiar with the 
office of the deacon. Luke's interest in subordinating one ministry to 
the other also comes to the fore in the story of Martha and Mary in 
Luke 10:38-42, where Martha is characterized as "serving at table", 
while Mary like a rabbinic disciple, listens to the word of Jesus.!! 

Exegetes usually explain the conflict in Acts 6 with reference to the 
plight of widows and orphans in the ancient world.? The Hebrews, 
so it is argued, had neglected the improverished widows of the Helle- 
nists during the daily distribution of goods or food to the needy of the 
community. No doubt the plight of poor widows, especially those 
with small children, was very great, and the possibility of starving or 
of becoming a slave was very real.! Yet nothing is said in Acts 6 to 
indicate that the widows of the Hellenists were poor. 

"Serving at table" (Acts 6:2; cf. Acts 16:34, also Luke 10:40; 12:37; 
17:8) does not mean administration of funds but table service at a 
meal. According to 1 Cor 10:21 the “table of the Lord" was the eucha- 
ristic table. Table ministry, therefore, was most likely the eucharistic 
ministry, which included preparation of a meal, purchase and distri- 
bution of food, actual serving during the meal, and probably cleaning 
up afterwards. Such eucharistic table sharing, according to the Lukan 
summary statement in 2:46, took place “day by day”: "And day by 
day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their 
homes, they partook of food with glad and generous hearts." More- 
over, the context of this statement in 2:45 as well as Acts 4:32-37, 
which speaks of the distribution of goods to the needy in the commu- 
nity, does not use the expression "serving at table," although, in the 
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beginning chapters of Acts, the apostles are in charge of the commu- 
nity's economic welfare and financial administration. 

It is possible, therefore, that the conflict between the Hellenists and 
the Hebrews involved the role and participation of women at the 
eucharistic meal. The expression that they were "overlooked" or 
"passed over” in the daily diakonia or ministry could indicate either 
that they were not assigned their turn in the table service or that they 
were not properly served. Whatever the problem was, it seems to 
have been of a nature similar to the problem of table sharing among 
Jewish and gentile Christians in Antioch. Since Greco-Roman women 
were used to participating in symposia and festive dinners, the "Helle- 
nistic" women and men in Jerusalem or Antioch probably took for 
granted the participation of women in the "breaking of bread" in the 
house church, while the "Hebrews" might have had problems with 
such a practice.* 

That the Hellenists—but not the group around James— gathered in 
the house of a woman in Jerusalem is clear from Acts 12:12-17. Peter 
tells those who were gathered in the house of Mary, that they should 
tell "James and the brethren" about his miraculous release from 
prison. Thus they were not present at the meeting. Moreover, Mary is 
identified as the mother of John Mark, who, according to Col 4:10, 
was the cousin of Barnabas. The Hellenistic nature of this house 
church might also be indicated by the Greek names Rhoda and 
Markos. Mary, thus, was a kinswoman of Barnabas and in charge of 
the (or a) house church of Hellenists in Jerusalem. The mere fact that 
her name is mentioned, since it would have been easy to characterize 
the house as that of John Mark, testifies to her importance in the 
Jerusalem community of Hellenists. Like Barnabas she would 
have been independently wealthy, since the house seems to have 
been large and to have had servants. Hengel has pointed out that, 
relatively speaking, women's names are mentioned quite often in 
Greek or bilingual tomb inscriptions found in Jerusalem. Helena, 
the queen of Adiabene, was the paradigm of such well-placed 
women. Like Helena, many of these women probably were prose- 
lytes who had come to the holy city for religious reasons. Such 
women would have been attracted especially by the preaching of the 
Hellenists that accorded them full membership in the community. 
Mary might have been one of them. One can only speculate whether 
she was among the Greco-Palestinian “widows” who were passed 
over by the Hebrews in the daily eucharistic ministry, even though 
she had devoted herself “to the diakonia of the saints" (e.g., 1 Cor 
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16:15f which indicates what honor and respect would have been due 
her if she had been a man). 

Acts probably reflects historical experience in stressing that women 
were involved in the Christian missionary movement at every stage 
of its expansion.!6 Tabitha of Jaffa represents the first stage of expan- 
sion, while Lydia is the first convert of Europe (Acts 16:14). God- 
fearing women of high standing at Antioch in Pisidia drove Paul and 
Barnabas out of their district (13:50ff), while many prominent Greek 
women, who were attracted to Judaism in Thessalonica (17:4), and 
the Greek women of Beroea, listened to the Christian preachers and 
some were converted. A woman convert, Damaris, is mentioned in 
Athens (17:34), and Prisca evangelized in Corinth (18:2ff). The son of 
Paul's sister informs the tribune of Jerusalem about a plot to ambush 
Paul (23:16). Drusilla, the wife of the governor Festus, and Bernice, 
the wife of King Agrippa, are present at Paul's defense and privately 
agree with each other that "this man has done nothing to deserve 
death or imprisonment" (26:31). Although these last remarks clearly 
evidence Lukan coloration, the whole narrative underlines the fact 
that many prominent and well-placed Greco-Roman women were 
attracted to the Christian movement. That more prominent women 
than men became Christians is especially reflected in the second- and 
third-century attacks against Christians, which speak of the problem 
of these women often being forced to marry pagans or to live with 
Christian slaves in a kind of “common-law marriage." Since this was 
prohibited in Roman civil law, it was acknowledged by the church 
only by Callistus, who was himself a slave before becoming bishop of 
Rome at the beginning of the third century." 

Acts is one-sided, however, in its presentation of the Christian 
missionary movement and of women's involvement in it. By stressing 
their status as prominent and wealthy, the author neglects their con- 
tribution as missionaries and leaders of churches in their own right. 
We are able to correct this one-sided picture to the degree that addi- 
tional information derived from the Pauline literature allows us to 
question Acts' historical accuracy. Yet women's actual contribution 
to the early Christian missionary movement largely remains lost be- 
cause of the scarcity and androcentric character of our sources. It 
must be rescued through historical imagination as well as in and 
through a reconstruction of this movement which fills out and contex- 
tualizes the fragmentary information still available to us. The histori- 
cal texts and information on women's involvement in the beginnings 
of the Christian missionary movement, therefore, must not be taken 
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as descriptive of the actual situation. Once again, they are the tip of 
an iceberg in which the most prominent women of the early Christian 
missionary movement surface, not as exceptions to the rule but as 
representatives of early Christian women who have survived andro- 
centric redactions and historical silence. Their impact and importance 
must not be seen as exceptional, but must be understood within the 
structures of the early Christian missionary movement that allowed 
for the full participation and leadership of women. 

This chapter, therefore, proceeds by reconstructing a model of that 
movement whose constitutive institutional elements were the mis- 
sionary agents, on the one hand, and the house church and local 
associations on the other. The forms of religious propaganda and the 
reciprocal patronage system of Greco-Roman society, not the patriar- 
chal structures of the Greco-Roman household, were constitutive or- 
ganizational elements of this movement. Such a reconstruction of the 
Christian missionary movement in terms of organizational structures 
provides the social framework that makes women's leadership not 
only plausible but also intelligible. Traveling missionaries and house 
churches were central to the early Christian mission which depended 
on special mobility and patronage, and women were leaders in both 
areas. 


Missionaries 


The remarkable expansion of oriental mystery religions in the west- 
ern Mediterranean has not lacked scholarly attention. Many preceded 
the Christian missionaries to Greece and Rome, thereby creating the 
climate in which a new Eastern cult such as Christianity could be 
propagated. The wandering preachers of that day manifest a whole 
range of missionary propagandists,'? from philosophers, prophets, 
itinerant preachers, mendicants, and sorcerers to the traveling mer- 
chants, state officials, immigrants, slaves, and soldiers. Common to 
all were mobility and dedication to their philosophy or religion. Jew- 
ish proselytism of the first century must be seen in this context of 
Eastern cults. In Rome and throughout the Mediterranean, large 
numbers—many of whom were women—were attracted to the mon- 
otheism and high moral standards of Judaism. Among Godfearers 
and proselytes many women, often of high social status, are men- 
tioned.” 

Like Judaism the Christian gospel was spread by traveling mission- 
aries, trade and business people, who depended on the hospitality 
and support provided by house churches.? Thus, the charismatic 
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missionaries were not necessarily itinerant beggars. Barnabas seems 
to have been wealthy enough to support the community of Jerusalem 
by selling land. Paul was one of the distinguished circle of foreign 
Jews, who belonged to the privileged Hellenistic families in Tarsus 
and who had received Roman citizenship in turn for services ren- 
dered. E. A. Judge’s conclusion, therefore, seems appropriate: 
“Christianity in its canonical form, then, is not so much the work of 
Galileans, as of a very cultivated section of internationalized Jewry; 
they were at any rate its principal sponsors.'?! The exceptional contri- 
bution of prominent women of wealth and social status to the Jewish 
as well as Christian missionary movements is more and more ac- 
knowledged in scholarship.” 

The practice of missionary partners in the Jesus movement seems 
to have been followed by the Christian missionary movement as 
well.” This allowed for the equality of women and men in missionary 
work. It is likely that these missionary partners were at first couples. 
By the time of Paul, however, sexual ascesis and celibacy were being 
urged as preferred preconditions for missionary work. Whether or 
not some form of "spiritual marriage," in which two ascetics lived 
together as a couple, has its roots in this missionary practice of part- 
nership is unclear, but possible. Pauline references to women mis- 
sionaries, however, do not reflect on their sexual status and gender 
roles, or classify them as widows or virgins. 

The Pauline letters mention women as Paul's coworkers, but these 
women were not the “helpers” of Paul or his "assistants." Only five 
of Paul's coworkers, all of whom are male (Erastus, Mark, Timothy, 
Titus, and Tychicus), "stand in explicit subordination to Paul serving 
him or being subject to his instructions." The genuine Pauline let- 
ters apply missionary titles and such characterizations as co-worker 
(Prisca), brother/sister (Apphia), diakonos (Phoebe), and apostle (Ju- 
nia) to women also. They usually equate co-workers and "those who 
toil." In 1 Cor 16:16ff Paul admonishes the Corinthians to be "subject 
to every co-worker and laborer” and to give recognition to such per- 
sons. 1 Thes 5:12 exhorts the Thessalonians to "respect those who 
labor among you, and are over you in the Lord, and admonish you." 
It is significant, therefore, that Paul uses the same Greek verb, kopian, 
“to labor” or “to toil"? not only to characterize his own evangelizing 
and teaching but also that of women. In Rom 16:6, 12, he commends 
Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and Persis for having “labored hard” in 
the Lord. 

Paul also affirms that women worked with him on an equal basis. 
Phil 4:2-3 explicitly states that Euodia and Syntyche have "con- 
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tended" side by side with him. As in an athletic race these women 
have competed alongside Paul, Clement, and the rest of Paul's co- 
missionaries in the cause of the gospel.? Paul considers the authority 
of both women in the community at Philippi so great that he fears 
that their dissension could do serious damage to the Christian mis- 
sion. The Philippians had entered with Paul into an equal partner- 
ship, a partnership endangered by the disagreement of these two out- 
standing women missionaries. J. P. Sampley has pointed out that, 
according to Roman legal traditions, consensual legal partnership “is 
operative as long as the partners are in eodem sensu, as long as they are 
‘of the same mind’ about the centrality of the purpose around which 
the partnership was formed in the first place." When, therefore, 
Paul admonishes the two women “to be of the same mind" he re- 
minds them of their original shared partnership and commitment to 
the same gospel. At stake here, then, are not personal disagreements 
or quarrels but the shared ground and the purpose of their equal 
partnership in the "race" for the gospel. 

Although Phoebe (Rom 16:1ff) is the only person in the Pauline 
literature to receive an official letter of recommendation and although 
she is given three substantive titles—sister, diakonos, and prostatis— 
her significance for the early Christian mission is far from acknowl- 
edged. Exegetes tend to denigrate these titles, or to interpret them 
differently, because they are given to a woman. Whenever Paul uses 
the title diakonos to refer to himself or another male leader, exegetes 
translate it "minister," “missionary,” or "servant." In the case of 
Phoebe they usually translate it "deaconess." After characterizing 
Phoebe as an "obviously well-to-do and philanthropic lady," 
Lietzman goes on to say: "Even at that time there had long been 
women deacons in the Christian church whom, when their sex made 
them especially suitable, came forward and gave significant help in car- 
ing for the poor and sick, and at the baptism of women.'?? Similarly 
Michel notes: “It is possible that Phoebe ‘served’ women, the sick, or 
friends and perhaps gave also assistance at baptism of women.’ 
Unconsciously these exegetes are projecting back into the first cen- 
tury the duties of deaconesses in later centuries. However, Phoebe’s 
“office” in the church of Cenchreae is not limited by prescribed gen- 
der roles. She is not a deaconess of the women, but a minister of the 
whole church.” 

The use of diakonos in Rom 16:1 is not identical to its use in Phil 1:1, 
where no named person receives this title, since saints, overseers, 
and ministers (diakonoi) are ascriptions of the whole community. The 
term is not used here in a formal, titular, and official way. Paul uses 
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the same title as a characterization of himself, Apollos, and his oppo- 
nents in 2 Corinthians but appears to modify it with synergos (‘’co- 
worker’). In 1 Cor 3:5, 9 he uses the expression to emphasize that it is 
God who has called Apollos and himself and given them a common 
ministry. In 2 Cor 6:1 he refers to the whole community "as working 
together with God," while he commends himself as a diakonos who 
suffered much in his missionary work. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul sends 
Timothy "our brother" and “co-worker of God" in the gospel of 
Christ (3:2). According to 1 Cor 16:15 the co-workers and laborers are 
those who have "devoted themselves to the diakonia of the saints." 
The diakonos, like the synergos, therefore, is a missionary entrusted 
with preaching and tending churches.?! Since the term is also used in 
extrabiblical sources to refer to preaching and teaching, it seems clear 
that the diakonoi of the Pauline mission served in the recognized and 
"official" capacity of missionary preachers and teachers. It can be 
concluded, therefore, that Phoebe is recommended as an official 
teacher and missionary in the church of Cenchreae.?? 

This conclusion is justified by the affinity of her standing to that of 
the so-called superapostles mentioned in 2 Corinthians. Friedrich has 
pointed out that the word group diakonos, diakonia, diakonein is mostly 
found in 2 Corinthians and that the rivals of Paul might have been 
missionaries similar to the Hellenists of Acts 6-8.? They were charis- 
matic missionaries and impressive preachers, visionary prophets and 
true apostles, filled with Spirit and Sophia. Paul does not attack their 
preaching and theology but is concerned to prove himself the true 
pneumatic apostle of Christ. They seem to have attacked him for his 
lack of support by the community, for his weak personal appearance, 
and for his lack of letters of recommendation. 


The opponents in II Corinthians are not isolated teachers but, as 
their letters of recommendation (3:1) and their self-designation as 
"apostles," "ministers" and "workers" show, they are part of a 
larger group of missioners.?* 


The characterization of Phoebe is similar to that of these charismatic 
preachers and effective missionaries.” However, she stands in a 
friendly relationship to Paul and his missionary circle, since she re- 
ceives from him a letter of recommendation and, like Timothy who is 
called "brother," receives the title "our sister.” 

Unlike the diakonoi who worked as missionaries in Corinth, Phoebe 
is not characterized as an "apostle." However, this can probably be 
traced to Paul's desire to avoid a misunderstanding that she was an 
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apostle of the church at Cenchreae, since the "apostles of the 
churches" were commissioned only for a definite and limited func- 
tion.? Another woman in Rom 16:7, however, does receive this title. 
Like Prisca and Aquila, Andronicus and Junia were missionary part- 
ners—Jewish Christians, perhaps from Tarsus.? Since they had be- 
come Christians before Paul, they seem to have worked together with 
Paul in Antioch and even shared imprisonment with him.” It can be 
conjectured that they belonged to the circle of apostles in Jerusalem 
who, together with James, received a vision of the resurrected Lord 
(see 1 Cor 15:7).? Paul even stresses that they were outstanding 
members of the circle of the apostles. 

Since they were in Rome, they—like Paul and the community in 
Antioch—seem to have been engaged in the gentile mission. Like 
Barnabas and Paul (Acts 14:4, 14), they are itinerant missionaries 
engaged in the work of the gospel. In the discussion with his rivals in 
Corinth and Galatia, Paul stresses that he is a true apostle because he 
has received a resurrection appearance, has a call to missionary work, 
and has proven himself an outstanding missionary. For Paul, how- 
ever, the mark of true apostleship does not consist in mighty speech 
and pneumatic exhibitions but in the conscious acceptance and en- 
durance of the labors and sufferings connected with missionary 
work. (1 Cor 4:8-13; 2 Cor 11-12). Andronicus and Junia fulfill all 
these criteria of true apostleship. They were apostles even before Paul 
and had suffered prison in pursuit of their missionary activity. 

However, in one signal aspect they are different from Paul, who 
worked mostly in tandem with male co-workers like Barnabas, 
Silvanus, or Timothy. As noted above, partnership or couple- 
mission, not individual missionary activity, seems to have been the 
rule in the Christian movement just as in the Jesus movement.” In 1 
Cor 9:5 Paul maintains that he, like the other apostles, had the right to 
support and the right to be accompanied by a female co-missionary. 
The other apostles, the brothers of the Lord, and Cephas were accom- 
panied on their missionary journeys by "sisters" as “wives” (lit., “as 
women"). Since the term brother can also characterize a member of a 
particular group of missionary co-workers (cf. Phil 4:21ff)!, it can be 
surmised that "sisters" refers to the women as missionary co-work- 
ers. The difficult double accusative object ("sister," woman") is best 
explained in this way.” 

Thus the missionary couples Prisca and Aquila and Andronicus 
and Junia were not exceptions. Such pairs are probably also men- 
tioned in Rom 16:15, as we have already seen. When Paul stresses 
celibacy as the best state for missionary work (1 Cor 7:24ff), he is 
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expressing his own opinion, an opinion that does not square with the 
practice of the missionary movement. However, it must be noted that 
neither Prisca nor Junia are defined as “wives.” Their traditional sta- 
tus and role as wives does not come to the fore, but rather their 
commitment to partnership in the work of the gospel. Moreover, we 
have no indication whatever that the work of these women mission- 
aries laboring in tandem with their partners was restricted solely to 
women, as patristic exegetes suggest. ? 

The Acts of Paul and Thecla is a second-century writing devoted 
entirely to the story of a woman missionary.“ In many regions this 
book was regarded as canonical in the first three centuries. It men- 
tions a great number of women, besides the apostle Thecla. Thecla is 
converted by Paul. She takes a vow of continence and is persecuted 
for this by her fiance and her family. Condemned to death, she is 
saved by a miracle and goes with Paul to Antioch. A Syrian falls in 
love with Thecla, is rejected, and takes revenge. When Thecla is 
condemned to fight with wild beasts, she baptizes herself in a pit full 
of water, whereupon, since the beasts do not harm her, she is set 
free. Her protectress, Tryphena, together with a part of her house- 
hold, is converted to Christianity. Thecla proclaims the word of God 
in the house of Tryphena, then follows Paul to Myra. After only a 
short while with him, she receives the commission “to teach the word 
of God” and goes to Iconium and from there to Seleucia, where she 
enlightens many with the gospel. 

Since Paul does not stand in the foreground of the narrative, the 
author of the Acts of Paul and Thecla appears to have incorporated 
independent traditions about Thecla. The image of the woman mis- 
sionary depicted here is striking. Thecla is commissioned by Paul to 
"go and teach the word of God." Women in Carthage at the begin- 
ning of the third century still appealed to the apostle Thecla for wom- 
en's authority to teach and to baptize. 

In other ways the picture of Thecla reflects usual feminine stereo- 
types. She falls in love with Paul, follows him, and is dependent on 
him. But her rejection of marriage brings her into conflict with the 
patriarchal values of her society. Motifs of the Hellenistic novel or 
romance are here taken over for missionary purposes. We find the 
motif of "love at first sight," the separation motif, the theme of the 
"devoted couple," and faithfulness despite great pressures. Of 
course, in the Christian work the apostle and the woman are not 
sexual partners but live in absolute continence. Obviously these leg- 
ends and stories could present women as preachers and missionaries 
only in romantic disguise. Women renounce traditional family ties, 
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not for the sake of mission but for a spiritual love relationship with 
the apostle. In the genre of romantic love, the woman is infatuated, 
follows the apostle, and remains faithful to him. 

However, despite the romantic style of the Hellenistic novel, which 
is also found in Joseph and Aseneth, the image of Thecla retains remi- 
niscences of the power and authority of women missionaries at the 
beginning of the Christian movement. As W. Ramsay has pointed 
out: "Thecla became the type of the female Christian teacher, 
preacher and baptizer, and her story was quoted as early as the sec- 
ond century as a justification of the right of women to teach and to 
baptize."? In time, however, "the objectionable features of the tale 
could be explained away," and those more in accordance with the 
prevailing women's image could be emphasized, until, finally, the 
objectionable features were totally eliminated, or—for those too well 
established in the tradition—reduced to a minimum. Thus we hear 
the short command that Thecla should preach the word of God, but 
none of her speeches is cited while several of her prayers are quoted. 
Similarly, we see her baptizing herself, but "in the extant MSS not a 
single trace remains of Thecla's administering the rite of baptism to 
others.'/4é 

Nevertheless, despite ecclesiastical redactions and romantic, erotic 
novelistic overlays, the Acts of Paul and Thecla still views women as 
followers of Paul and as celebrating an agape. Thecla's story as a 
follower of Paul takes shape on the model of the apostle's own, even 
in the extant manuscripts. 


Thecla is the disciple growing up to take the place of the Mas- 
ter. . . . In addition to many specific acts in her life which paral- 
lel or exceed Paul's exploits, Thecla is finally acclaimed as Paul's 
counterpart by Paul himself. Paul, on the contrary, assumes in 
the story an increasingly less important and less heroic role; in 
the end he exists only to be Thecla's inspiration and the apostolic 
validator of her mission. 


Thecla is not pictured as an isolated heroine, but is surrounded by a 
number of supportive women. The rejection by her own mother and 
the abandonment of her family are counterbalanced by the acquisi- 
tion of "a new mother" in Queen Tryphaena and a new home in her 
“household.” The "new family" promised in the Gospels to those 
who have left everything in the discipleship of Jesus, is here identi- 
fied as the supportive community of women.* Not only the women 
of the city but also two fierce lionesses contribute to Thecla's deliver- 
ance and support her in her travails. When she is finally freed, “all 
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the women cried out with a loud voice, and as with one voice gave 
praise to God, saying, ‘One is God who has delivered Thecla’ so that 
all the city was shaken by the sound” (3:38). 

Although the Acts of Paul and Thecla might have had their original 
setting in a community of women,” the redactional tendencies and 
overlays suggest that their present form is the work of male ecclesias- 
tical writers, who could tolerate women as ascetics persevering in 
contemplation and prayer but not as itinerant missionaries preaching 
the gospel. This is apparent, for example, from the way the author of 
the Acts treats Priscilla, the great woman missionary of early Chris- 
tianity. He mentions that Paul at Ephesus stayed in the house “of 
Aquila and Priscilla.” The second time their house is mentioned, it is 
referred to only as the “house of Aquila." Paul addresses only "the 
brethren and men"; Priscilla is here reduced to the lady of the house 
of Aquila and therefore soon forgotten. It is not very likely that a 
woman author would have developed so little interest in the great 
missionary of Paul's time. 


The House Church 


While Paul eloquently preaches about the building up of the com- 
munity, he himself seems to have moved from missionary center to 
missionary center. By contrast, Prisca and Aquila founded and sup- 
ported a "church in their house" wherever they moved. In their 
missionary endeavor the diakonia of the word and table was not yet 
divided. The house church was the beginning of the church in a 
certain city or district.? It provided space for the preaching of the 
word, for worship, as well as for social and eucharistic table sharing. 
The existence of house churches presupposes that some rather well- 
to-do citizens—who could provide space and economic resources for 
the community— joined the Christian movement. 

It is not clear whether whole households converted to the new 
religion when the master or mistress of the house became a member 
of the church. Since the Greco-Roman household included not only 
the members of the immediate family, slaves, and unmarried female 
relatives, but also freed persons, laborers, tenants, business associ- 
ates, and clients, this is not very likely. But a study of the house 
church not only sheds light on the social status of the leading mem- 
bers of the household but also explains why the members of such a 
community came from different groups and ranks of society associ- 
ated with the household. As the household of faith (Gal 6:10) the 
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community had to find new ways of living together, since the cus- 
tomary rules of behavior no longer applied. 

The house church, by virtue of its location, provided equal oppor- 
tunities for women, because traditionally the house was considered 
women's proper sphere, and women were not excluded from activi- 
ties in it. This is recognized by Stephen B. Clark, even though he 
argues in the opposite direction: 


The men assume a more prominent place in the public life of the 
early Christian community than the women. This is understand- 
able in terms of what we have observed about family life and the 
overall structure of the Christian community. The women had 
more responsibility within the household. This does not mean 
that women had no responsibility in the community, nor that 
men had no responsibility in the household. Men, however, had 
greater responsibility in community life outside of the household 
than did the women.?! 


Clark adopts the division between public and private sphere, commu- 
nity and household, which was as typical for Greco-Roman society as 
it is for our own. However, in doing so he overlooks the fact that the 
public sphere of the Christian community was in the house and not 
outside of the household. The community was "in her house." There- 
fore, it seems that the domina of the house, where the ecclesia gath- 
ered, had primary responsibility for the community ard its gathering 
in the house church. 

Moreover, wealthy women were notorious in the first century for 
opening their premises and houses to oriental cults and their ecstatic 
worship celebrations. The Christians were neither the first nor the 
only group to gather together in house communities for religious 
worship. A treatise on chastity attributed to members of a Pythago- 
rean community in Italy in the second or third century B.C.E. warns 
women: 


They keep away from secret cults and Cibyline orgies in their 
homes. For public law prevents women from participating in 
these rites, particularly those rites which encourage drunkenness 
and ecstasy. The mistress of the house and head of the house- 
hold should be chaste and untouched in all respects.” 


An inscription from the first century B.c.E.—with rules for a house cult 
in Philadelphia, Phrygia—has been recovered, which stresses that 
both women and men, slaves and free, could participate in this cult 
whose guardian and mistress was Agdistis. In a satire Juvenal derides 
rich women who host oriental cults: 
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And watch out for a woman who’s a religious fanatic: in the 
summer she will fill the house with a coven of worshippers of 
strange oriental deities. Their minister will be a weird apparition, 
an enormous obscene eunuch, revered because he castrated him- 
self with a jagged hunk of glass. He'll use his prophetic powers 
and solemnly intone the usual warning. . . . He claims that 
whatever dangers threaten will be absorbed by the cloak [that he 
wears as a gift] and promises protection for the coming year.” 5 


The rites of the Bona Dea, the Good Goddess, were confined to 
women. But whereas Juvenal describes these rites as those of sex- 
crazy women burning with lust, Plutarch’s picture of the cult is prob- 
ably more accurate: 


It is not lawful for a man to attend the sacred ceremonies, nor 
even to be in the house when they are celebrated; but the women 
apart by themselves, are said to perform many rites during their 
sacred service which are orphic in character.™ 


These sacred rites took place in the house of the consul or praetor, 
who must leave “while his wife takes possession of the premises.” 
Interesting, too, is the mystery cult of Dionysos, which Pompeia 
Agripinilla founded in Rome in the middle of the second century C.E., 
and in which she herself functioned as priestess. Similarly, syna- 
gogues in the Dispersion were often house cults. The founder of the 
synagogue of Stobi, for instance, reserved for himself and his descen- 
dants the right to live on the upper floor of the synagogue.? Women 
are honored in tomb inscriptions with the titles mater synagogae, pres- 
byteres, and archisynagogos, but we do not quite know what the influ- 
ence and power of these women was in the life and worship of the 
Jewish community.” 

House churches were a decisive factor in the missionary movement 
insofar as they provided space, support, and actual leadership for the 
community. The house churches were the place where the early 
Christians celebrated the Lord's supper and preached the good news. 
Theologically, the community is called the "house of God," the "new 
temple" in which the Spirit dwells. Since women were among the 
wealthy and prominent converts (cf. Acts 17:4, 12), they played an 
important role in the founding, sustaining, and promoting of such 
house churches. The following texts which speak of women as lead- 
ers of house churches demonstrate this: Paul greets Aphia “our sis- 
ter," who together with Philemon and Archippus was a leader of the 
house church in Colossae to which the letter to Philemon was written 
(Phim 2).* Paul also mentions twice the missionary couple Prisca and 
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Aquila and "the church in their house" (1 Cor 16:19; Rom 16:5). In a 
similar fashion, the author of the letter to the Colossians refers to 
Nympha of Laodicea and the "church in her house" (Col 4:15). 
According to Acts the church of Philippi began with the conversion of 
the business woman Lydia from Thyatria who offered her house to 
the Christian mission (Acts 16:15). Lydia might have been a freed- 
woman, since she came from the East and sold purple goods which 
were luxury items. She was not necessarily, therefore, a wealthy, 
high-born woman.? Three women were thus initiators and leading 
figures in the church at Philippi, with whom Paul had entered into a 
"consensual partnership" (societas). Naturally, women also belonged 
to the household conversions and house churches, which are named 
after men (cf. Acts 10:1ff; 16:32ff; 18:8ff; 1 Cor 1:14; 1:16; 16:15ff 
[Stephanas]; Rom 16:23 [Gaius]).?? 

One of the most eminent missionaries and founders of house 
churches is Prisca or Priscilla who, together with her companion 
Aquila spread the gospel supported by their trade, and independent 
of any local church.9? Like Barnabas and Apollos, Prisca was a mis- 
sionary co-worker with Paul but she was independent of the apostle 
and did not stand under his authority. Paul is grateful to Prisca and 
Aquila because they have risked their lives for him. Not only he but 
the entire gentile church have reason to give thanks to these out- 
standing missionaries (Rom 16:4). Their house churches in Corinth, 
Ephesus, (2 Tim 4:19; Acts 18:18ff), and Rome (if Rom 16 is addressed 
to that community) were missionary centers. 1 Cor 16:19 has greet- 
ings from the couple. Even though she is mentioned here after her 
husband, it is remarkable that she is referred to by name at all, since 
normally the husband alone is named in such greetings. However, it 
is significant that whenever Paul sends greetings to the couple (Rom 
16:3f), he addresses Prisca first, thus emphasizing that she is the 
more important of the two (cf. also 2 Tim 4:19). 

Corresponding to the information of the Pauline letters, Acts also 
mentions Prisca and her husband (cf. Acts 18:2—4, 18, 26). Since Luke 
concentrates in the second part of the Acts on the achievements of 
Paul, he refers to the couple only in passing. Even these brief re- 
marks, however, indicate the great influence of the couple. We can be 
assured, therefore, that Luke possesses much more information 
about them than he transmits to us. Like Paul, Priscilla and Aquila 
were tent makers by trade and supported their missionary activity 
through their own work. Like Paul they were Jewish Christians and 
financially independent of the churches they served. Like Paul they 
traveled to spread the gospel and suffered for their missionary activ- 
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ity. When Claudius banished the Jews from Rome the couple no 
longer could stay there and so moved on to Corinth, where they 
accepted Paul as co-worker in their trade and their house church. In 
Ephesus they took in Apollos, one of the most erudite and eloquent 
missionaries of the early Christian movement. Prisca, in particular, 
became the teacher of Apollos,*! whose Sophia and Spirit theology 
might have been derived from her catechesis. 

However, as noted earlier, Prisca and Aquila had adopted a differ- 
ent missionary method and practice from that of Paul. Insofar as 
they—like the “other apostles" (1 Cor 9)—traveled as a pair and 
gathered converts in house churches, they did not divide the apos- 
tolic diakonia into the eucharistic table sharing that establishes com- 
munity and the word that aims at conversion of individuals. Insofar 
as Paul felt called "not to baptize but to preach the gospel," he did not 
concentrate on community building. Many of his subsequent prob- 
lems, for example, with the community at Corinth, probably arose 
precisely because he had “baptized” so few, while such problems 
seem not to have emerged with the community in Philippi, with 
whom he had established koindnia. Moreover, the example of the 
house churches of Prisca and Aquila suggests that the early house 
church is not constituted solely by the "family" of the paterfamilias or 
materfamilias, but also by converts who belonged to other families— 
since it is not likely that Prisca and Aquila were accompanied by 
children, former slaves, kinsfolk, or clients in their travels. Their 
house church, therefore, most likely was structured like a religious 
association rather than a patriarchal family. 

If Prisca and Aquila already had presided at a church in Rome 
before being expelled in 49 c.£., they might have had contact or con- 
nections with some of the first Christians coming from the Hellenists 
of the Jerusalem or the Antiochene church. We have no reason to 
assume that the Roman community at first met solely in synagogues 
and then organized itself into house churches only after the persecu- 
tion under Claudius.9 The practice in Rome might have been similar 
to that in Jerusalem, in which the Christians did not, at first, sever 
their ties with the rather powerful Jewish community of Rome, thus 
remaining members of the synagogue in addition to a house commu- 
nity. The persecution, however, might have forced a separation of 
both communities for political reasons, and at the same time gener- 
ated a greater influx of gentile Christians into the Roman church. The 
Roman church seems to have been organized in house churches well 
into the third century.9 The participation of women in this church 
must have been remarkable. Among the twenty-five persons greeted 
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by name in Romans 16, approximately one-third (eight) are women.™ 
Two more women, the mother of Rufus and the "sister" of Nereus, 
are mentioned without proper names. In addition, women must also 
have been among those who belonged to the people of the house of 
Aristobulos and of Narkissos, as well as among the “brethren” or 
"saints" mentioned in 16:15. Interestingly enough, two pairs are 
mentioned here as well, Philologus and Julia, as well as Nereus and 
his sister. These seem to have been missionary couples like Prisca and 
Aquila, if adelphé is here, as elsewhere, an official title, since the 
woman is not mentioned as “wife” but in her significance for the 
community. As the movement spread, several house churches could 
come together as the ekklésia of a city like Corinth. Many dissensions 
and disagreements which are usually interpreted theologically or 
ideologically might have their concrete roots in the diversity of house 
churches within a city or region. However, basic for their organiza- 
tional structure was that as a religious cult or private association the 
local church conceded an equal share in the life of the association to 
all its members. Membership in such an association of equals, there- 
fore, often stood in tension to the traditional partriarchal household 
structures, to which Christian members of pagan households still 
belonged. 

While some of the religious clubs and associations admitted slaves, 
members of the lower classes, and women indiscriminately, others 
were reserved specifically to persons of high status, to certain ethnic 
groups, to lower-class people, or to women alone. On the whole, 
their social structures were socially less diversified and more homoge- 
neous than those of the Christian groups. Many of the associations 
came together not primarily for religious but for social-economic pur- 
poses. Such clubs usually had not more than fifty and not less than 
three members. Unlike Judaism, they were local organizations and 
did not have international connections. 


The Builders and Carpenters, the Patchwork-Rug-Makers, the 
Porters, the Purple-dyers of the 18th Street met as did their coun- 
terparts of many other names to eat a meal, perhaps a bit better 
than usual, drink some pretty good wine, supplied by the mem- 
ber whose turn it was, celebrate the birthday of the founder or 
patron or the feast of Poseidon or Hermes, or Isis, or Silvanus, 
and to draw up rules to make sure that the members would all 
have a decent burial when their times came. The ekklésia that 
gathered with the tentmakers Prisca, Aquila, and Paul in Corinth 
or Ephesus might well have seemed to the neighbors a club of the 
same sort.''6 
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Those who joined the Christian house church joined it as an associa- 
tion of equals. It was especially attractive to those who had little stake 
in the rewards of religion based either on class stratification or on 
male dominance. Although we have little evidence for all-women 
associations, women joined clubs and became founders and patrons 
of socially mixed associations. They endowed the club with funds for 
specific, defined purposes and expected public honors and recogni- 
tion in return for their benefactions. The officers of a club were usu- 
ally elected for a specified term of one to five years and had much less 
influence than the patron of the club, to whom the members often 
stood in a client relationship. 

The rich convert to Christianity, therefore, probably understood 
herself/himself as entering a club, and expected to exercise the influ- 
ence of the patron on this club. Without question the house church, 
as a voluntary organization, was structured according to this patron- 
client relationship. Moreover, Christians like Phoebe also must have 
acted as guardians for the community or for individual Christians in 
dealings with the governments and the courts. With their network of 
connections, friendships, and influence, Christians from the upper 
strata eased the social life of other Christians in Greco-Roman society. 
However, we have no evidence that the Christian community be- 
stowed particular honors and recognitions on its rich members. 

The importance of Phoebe's position as minister in the church at 
Cenchreae is underlined by the title prostatis, usually translated 
"helper" or “patroness,” although in the literature of the time the 
term has the connotation of leading officer, president, governor, or 
superintendent. Since Paul claims that Phoebe was a prostatis of many 
and also of Paul himself, scholars reject such a meaning here. How- 
ever, in 1 Thess 5:12 the verb characterizes persons with authority in 
the community and in 1 Tim 3:4f and 5:17 it designates the functions 
of the bishop, deacon, or elder.® 

In the context of Rom 16:2 such leadership must be understood 
in the more juridical, technical sense of patrona, although Ernst 
Kásemann has again recently argued against such an understanding. 
He maintains that the word cannot have the juridical sense of the 
masculine form, which connotes the leader and representative of an 
association. He declares categorically: 


There is no reference, then, to a “patroness”. . . . Women could 
not take on legal functions, and according to Revelation only in 
heretical circles do prophetesses seem to have had official ecclesi- 
astical powers of leadership. . . . The idea is that of the personal 
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care which Paul and others have received at the hand of the 
deaconess.” 


This assertion overlooks the fact, however, that the motif of reciproc- 
ity stressed by Paul speaks for a juridical understanding of the title. 
Phoebe’s patronage was not limited to the community in Cenchreae 
but included many others, even Paul himself, who stood with Phoebe 
in a patron-client relationship. Such patronage did not consist merely 
in financial support and hospitality on behalf of clients but also in 
bringing her influence to bear and in using her connections for them. 
According to the "exchange law" of Greco-Roman patronage,® there- 
fore, Paul asks that the community of Rome repay Phoebe for the 
assistance and favors, which Paul owed her as her client. 

Why would rich persons like Phoebe join the Christian movement? 
The answer to this question might explain the relatively high partici- 
pation of well-to-do women in the Christian missionary movement. 
Although rich women, like rich men, received no honors in the Chris- 
tian community in return for their patronage,” nevertheless they did 
receive influence and standing they did not otherwise have in patriar- 
chal society or in the official Roman patriarchal religion. Well-edu- 
cated women in particular, with independent resources of wealth, 
could develop leadership and have influence in this movement— 
options denied them in society at large. Roman law—and apparently 
Jewish-Hellenistic custom as well (see, again, Judith)— permitted 
women to own and administer their own property and houses. Thus 
a wealthy woman "might enjoy the prestige or at least the financial 
resources usually reserved to a paterfamilias." Such status discrep- 
ancy or status dissonance compelled women to break through the 
traditional patriarchal patterns entrenched in law and custom. Not 
only upper-class women but also women of lower standing had the 
opportunity to follow their trade and to accumulate some wealth of 
their own. Women were active in finance, trade, and commerce, and 
could use their capital for patronage in order to gain recognition and 
public honor in return for their benevolence. Archeological evidence 
indicates that the women of Pompeii were actively involved in busi- 
ness as well as in civic and religious life during the last two centuries 
of the city's existence. Eumachia, who lived during the first quarter of 
the first century, donated a huge building as local club center for all 
business people. She was a public priestess of Venus or Ceres, a 
religious office surely facilitated by her wealth and business con- 
nections.’ 
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Such status dissonance probably was also experienced by women 
who joined the Christian movement, founded house churches, and 
developed leadership. Their leadership in the missionary movement 
allowed those who were socially and politically marginal—because 
they were women—to gain new dignity and status. Their marginality 
was not—as Ross Kraemer has suggested—the result of childlessness 
or widowhood.” Greco-Roman women were chided by moralists for 
not wanting children and for getting rid of their husbands in easy 
divorces. Clearly, childlessness no longer bore such odium that it 
would relegate to marginal status women of wealth and high status. 
Yet Greco-Roman women had gained wealth, or at least moderate 
economic independence, without achieving comparable political in- 
fluence and power. It is true, that by joining religious associations, 
clubs, or the Christian movement women did not achieve such politi- 
cal influence; they did gain religious influence and power, however. 
By joining the Christian movement and by building up the church in 
her house, a woman could derive religious authority and personal 
self-worth, both of which compensated well for the fact that the 
Christian community did not honor her as a rich person. 

As mentioned earlier, Gerd Theissen has argued that the early 
Christian missionary movement outside Palestine was not in conflict 
with its society but was well integrated into it.” The radicalism of the 
Jesus movement was assimilated by the urban Hellenistic communi- 
ties into a family-style love patriarchalism, which perpetuated the 
hierarchical relationships of the patriarchal family in a softened, 
milder form. He overlooks the fact, however, that the egalitarian 
community structures of private collegia or cultic associations pro- 
vided the model for the early Christian movement in the Greco- 
Roman world, not the patriarchal family! This movement not only 
accorded women and slaves equal standing and the possibility of 
patronage, but—as a religious cult from the Orient—was suspect to 
the Greco-Roman authorities. Consisting of equal associations it 
stood in conflict with Greco-Roman society just as the Jesus move- 
ment did with respect to that of Palestinian. 

In conclusion: The Pauline literature and Acts still allow us to recog- 
nize that women were among the most prominent missionaries and 
leaders in the early Christian movement. They were apostles and 
ministers like Paul, and some were his co-workers. They were teach- 
ers, preachers, and competitors in the race for the gospel. They 
founded house churches and, as prominent patrons, used their influ- 
ence for other missionaries and Christians. If we compare their lead- 
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ership with the ministry of the later deaconesses, it is striking that 
their authority and ministry were neither restricted to women and 
children, nor exercised only in specific feminine roles and functions. 

True, we have only occasional remarks in Acts or the letters that 
allow us to glimpse the leadership and ministry of women in the 
Christian movement. Yet, the same is true for male leadership and 
ministry, as we have seen in the example of Barnabas. One could say 
that the more independent a woman missionary was from the Pauline 
mission the less chance she had to be remembered in history, since 
only the Pauline letters break the silence about the earliest beginnings 
of the Christian missionary movement. However, our sources still 
allow us to see that this movement was not structured after the 
Greco-Roman patriarchal household and did not espouse the love 
patriarchalism by which the later church adapted itself to the struc- 
tures of its society. 


Theological Self-Understanding of the Missionary Movement 


Difficult as it is to trace the beginnings and organization of the 
Christian missionary movement, the reconstruction of Hellenist and 
Antiochene church theology is even more so. By carefully peeling 
away the Pauline and Lukan overlay, however, we tentatively can 
uncover its main features. This theology, first, is rooted in the experi- 
ences of the Spirit; second, christologically, it understands the minis- 
try and life of Jesus in terms of Sophia; and therefore, third, it de- 
velops a prophetic-critical attitude to the Temple as the locus of the 
presence of God. 

1. While the experience of God's gracious goodness in the ministry 
and life of Jesus is fundamental for the Jesus movement and its vi- 
sion, the experience of the power of the Spirit is basic for that of the 
Christian missionary movement.” The God of this movement is the 
God who did not leave Jesus in the power of death but raised him "in 
power” so that he becomes “a life-giving Spirit" (1 Cor 15:45, pneuma 
zoopoioun). Christ is preached to Jews and Greeks as “the power of 
God" and “the sophia of God" (1 Cor 1:24). Therefore he is the Lord 
of glory, the Lord is the Spirit (Sophia) and the liberator (wherever 
the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom; cf. 2 Cor 3:17). The basileia of 
God does not consist in “mere talk" but in “power” (1 Cor 4:20). 

Like Jesus (Luke 4:1), those who are “in Christ" are "filled with the 
Holy Spirit," possessed by God's Spirit. The expressions “full of the 
Holy Spirit" or "full of the Holy Spirit and of faith" or "full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom" all appear in Acts, either with respect to the 
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Hellenists (6:3, 5, 10; cf. also 6:8, "full of grace and power"), with 
respect to Barnabas (11:24), or with respect to all Christians (13:52). 
Those who “have called on the Lord" (Acts 2:21) or who have been 
"baptized into Christ," live by the Spirit (Gal 5:25)—they are pneu- 
matics, Spirit-filled people (Gal 6:1). Women and men both have re- 
ceived the Spirit. Thus, in the second century, Justin—in his Dialogue 
with Trypho, chap. 88—still can assert that among the Christians all, 
women and men (kai théleias kai arsenas), have received charisms from 
the Holy Spirit. This "equality" in the Spirit is summed up by the 
early Christian movement in the words of the prophet Joel (Acts 
27b) 


I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh 

and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy 

and your young shall see visions 

and your old shall dream dreams 

Yes, and on my male and female slaves (in those days) 
I will pour out my spirit and they shall prophesy. 


The new community of believers living in the "force field" of the 
resurrected Lord is understood here in prophetic terms as the messi- 
anic community. What was promised in Isa 43:18 or 65:17f is now 
realized in the community of the baptized: 


Therefore if anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation. 
The old has passed away, behold the new has come. [2 Cor 5:17] 


In Gal 6:15 the expression "new creation" characterizes the Christian 
community de facto as a "new religion." For those who have become 
a part of this new creation, Jewish concepts and rituals (circumcision 
or uncircumcision) "have lost their meaning. Faith in Christ has be- 
come the decisive basis for salvation." 

The expression "new creation" must already have been taken over 
by Paul because he uses it in an almost formulaic way and only twice 
in all his letters."6 This expression probably belongs to the language of 
Jewish Christian missionary preaching. A similar understanding is 
also found in the Jewish missionary novel Joseph and Aseneth." The 
prayer of Joseph praises God for the transforming power of conver- 
sion: 


Most High, Powerful 
Who makes all things to live 
Who calls out of darkness into light 
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and from error to truth 

from death to life 

You indeed are the Lord 

who made alive and blessed this virgin 
Renew her by your Spirit 

Reform her by your hidden hand 

Restore her to your life 

and let her eat the bread of life 

and drink the cup of Blessing 

She whom I chose before her birth 

and let her enter into your rest (katapausis) 
which you prepared for your elect ones. [8:9] 


In Aseneth's prayer her conversion experience is described as being 
cut off from her family; she has become an “orphan and alone" 
(12:11) and feels abandoned (13:1). She asks God to rescue her “from 
the hand of the enemy," "from those who harass her," and for deliv- 
erance from the devil, the father of the gods whom she has rejected 
(12:8f). As an initiate, Aseneth is given a new lustrous garment and a 
new name (14:4-15:5). She is granted permission to participate in the 
sacred meal shared with the angelic beings (15:14) and is promised 
that she will be the bride (15:5) in the sacred marriage (21:1ff). 
Aseneth thus becomes the prototype of all those proselytes of what- 
ever race who turn to God in repentance. 

At their baptism Christians are told: "You were buried with him in 
baptism in which you were also raised with him through faith in the 
working (energy) of God who raised him from the dead" (Col 2:12). 
Those who have entered the force field of the resurrected Lord, the 
liberating Wisdom (2 Cor 3:17), have been set free “to share in the 
glorious freedom of the children of God" (Rom 8:21). The life-giving 
power of the resurrected Lord has called forth a new creation, in the 
midst of this death-ridden world, the sarx. Therefore Paul can pro- 
claim, "Behold now is the day of salvation" (2 Cor 6:2), and define the 
gospel "as God's power for salvation to everyone who has faith" 
(Rom 1:16). 

When Paul proclaims that "the end of the ages has come" (1 Cor 
10:11), he does not intend to nullify time. He does not speak of the 
“newness” in Christ Jesus as an atemporal or transtemporal event. 
God's sending of Christ-Sophia qualifies time and history in such a 
way that it inaugurates eschatological newness. “Fullness of time” is 
not the end of time but the beginning of a new epoch, while the end 
of time is still to be expected. The newness that has broken into this 
time and world with Jesus Christ does not abolish time and history 
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but seeks to transform them. Therefore, Paul admonishes the Chris- 
tians "to walk in the newness of life" (Rom 6:4) and not to adapt to 
the “old aeon” (Rom 12:2). Christians are the avant-garde of the new 
creation under the conditions of the old world and history. They have 
died with Christ to the power of sin, to the old humanity, the old 
ways of being human, but they have not yet shared in the resurrec- 
tion of Christ in baptism (Rom 6:1-11). Therefore, Paul can speak of 
dying to the “old humanity” but, in distinction to the deutero- 
Paulines, he does not speak of "the new human being" that the 
Christians have become in baptism (Col 3:10; Eph 4:24). The baptized 
have entered the era of the new but still must daily realize their being 
“in Christ" anew.” 

Since the baptized "were washed, sanctified, and justified" in the 
name of Jesus and in the Spirit of God (1 Cor 6:11), they were "set free 
from the law of sin and death” (Rom 8:2). They are "the first fruits of 
the Spirit," but they still wait eagerly for "the adoption as children," 
"for the redemption of our bodies." Although the baptized have died 
to the power of sin and death, the power of sin and death are not yet 
completely overcome. The newness of the era of the Spirit has en- 
tered history in Jesus Christ and the Christians, but has not yet com- 
pletely transformed history. Therefore Paul insists: "Do not be con- 
formed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, 
that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and accept- 
able, and perfect" (Rom 12:2). "Newness" of God's new creation, 
according to Paul, should transform the "mind," but he does not 
stress that it should change the social-political relationship of Chris- 
tians. 

Christians have been crucified with Christ, they have been united 
in baptism with the suffering and death of Christ. Yet Paul does not 
understand the crucifixion in concrete political terms as the outcome 
of the conflict of Jesus' vision with that of the established powers of 
this world. This fact has far-reaching consequences for Pauline theol- 
ogy, which attempts to spell out the newness of Christian life in the 
context of history in order to prevent the evaporation of the Christian 
vision into a mere dream or fanciful ideology. However, whereas 
Jesus died on the cross because of his deviance from, and opposition 
to, the religious-social order of his time, the cross of Jesus becomes, in 
Paul's thought, so universalized that it applies to all human frailty 
and mortality. 

The Pauline school uses the cross as a symbol to justify religiously 
the suffering of those oppressed by the present order of slavery or 
patriarchy (thus 1 Peter and Colossians). Cross and suffering are no 
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longer understood as the necessary outcome of the tension between 
the newness of God's vision and new creation in Jesus Christ on the 
one hand and the old oppressive order of this world, which rules 
through suffering, sin, and death on the other. While Paul insists on 
the transforming power of the new for Christian personal life and 
practice, especially within the household of faith, he does not pay 
sufficient attention to the political concreteness of Jesus' crucifixion. 
Therefore, he does not insist that the power of the new must be 
brought to bear equally on Christian social-political relationships. 

2. The theology of the Christian missionary movement identifies 
the resurrected Lord not only with the Spirit of God but also with the 
Sophia of God. (This was possible because in Hebrew and Aramaic 
both terms are grammatically feminine and can also be interchanged 
with the Shekinah, the presence of God.) The term Sophia in Acts is 
used only in relation to Stephen—and always in conjunction with 
Spirit—to characterize his ecstatic giftedness and proclamation. That 
the pre-Pauline Christian missionary movement understood the res- 
urrected Christ in terms of Sophia-Spirit is evident in Paul's polemical 
argument in 1 Corinthians, and more emphatically in the so-called 
pre-Pauline christological hymns as well as in some traditional mate- 
rials of the deutero-Pauline Colossians and Ephesians. 

Whether or not Apollos, in particular, developed and preached this 
Sophia christology is debated. The debate will probably never be 
resolved, for in the words of F. F. Bruce: 


For one short spell Apollos flashes across the New Testament sky 
and then disappears into darkness as profound as that from 
which he emerged. But when we speak of darkness, we refer to 
our own ignorance, not to the historical facts. Apollos played 
probably a public part in early Christian life far longer than we 
realize but no further record of it has survived.” 


We know from Paul’s remark that Apollos fostered the church in 
Corinth after Paul’s departure (1 Cor 3:6), and that some members of 
the community understood themselves as followers of Apollos. Paul 
stresses the friendly relationship prevailing between the two apos- 
tles, but he also must concede that (at least for the moment) Apollos 
chooses his own way in the missionary work (16:12). 

Apollos was a cultured Jew from Alexandria, a theologian well 
versed in the Scriptures, who had been baptized with the baptism of 
John and had learned of the teaching of Jesus (Acts 18:24-19:1). We 
do not know whether he was converted in Alexandria, or who 
preached the gospel to him. It is possible he heard the story of Jesus 
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from members of the Jesus movement who might have preached the 
baptism of repentance and the ministry and words of Jesus, as the 
communities in Galilee and those behind Q seem to have done. Be 
that as it may, Acts stresses that Priscilla, together with her husband (?) 
Aquila, instructed Apollos more accurately in the way of God. 

Again what this more accurate instruction entailed is not certain, 
since "the way of God" is a stereotypical expression of Luke to char- 
acterize Christian preaching and life. In Acts 19:1-7, however, we 
encounter other disciples who, though baptized into John's baptism 
of repentance, had not heard of the Holy Spirit. In distinction to 
John's baptism of repentance, baptism in the name of the Lord Jesus 
mediates the Holy Spirit in ecstatic experiences. The more accurate 
teaching of Priscilla, then, would have entailed the gospel of the 
resurrected Christ, who is understood as cosmic Lord and life-giving 
Spirit-Sophia. If this assumption is correct, then Priscilla and Aquila 
not only provide the historical link of the Roman church to the Paul- 
ine missionary movement but also to the Christian movement in Al- 
exandria—assuming Apollos was a missionary there. The content of 
this more accurate instruction might have been similar to the christo- 
logical formula used in 1 Cor 1:24 which calls Christ "God's Power 
and Sophia" or to the characterization of Christ Jesus in 1 Cor 1:30, 
which also refers to baptism:? 


You however are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us Sophia 
from God; not only justice (righteousness) but also sanctification 
and liberation (redemption). [Note the change in pronoun.] 


While the Jesus movement, like John, understood Jesus as the mes- 
senger and prophet of divine Sophia, the wisdom christology of the 
Christian missionary movement sees him as divine Sophia herself. 
Such a Sophia-christology is expressed especially in the pre-Pauline 
hymns Phil 2:6-11; 1 Tim 3:16; Col 1:15-20; Eph 2:14-16; Heb 1:3; 1 
Pet 3:18, 22; John 1:1-14, delineated in form-critical studies. These 
hymns proclaim the universality of salvation in Jesus Christ in lan- 
guage derived from Jewish-Hellenistic wisdom theology and from 
contemporary mystery religions.?! The ministry and significance of 
Christ the Lord is seen in terms of wisdom theology, for example, in 1 
Tim 3:6 and Phil 2:6-11. The way of Jesus Christ was the same as that 
of Sophia: 


Sophia found no place where she might dwell 
Then a dwelling place was assigned her in the heavens 
Wisdom went forth to make her dwelling among the children of humans 
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And found no dwelling place 
Wisdom returned to her place 
And took her seat among the angels. [Enoch 42:1-2] 


Through his exaltation and enthronement Christ-Sophia has received 
his-her rulership over the whole cosmos, over heavenly and earthly 
powers. This is proclaimed in Phil 2:6-11 in language alluding to the 
Old Testament (Isa 45:23) and the contemporary Isis cult. Like Isis, 
Christ-Sophia is given a name "which is above all names" and wor- 
shiped by all the powers in the cosmos. Just as Isis's true acclamation 
is "Isis the Lord," so the true Christian acclamation is "Jesus Christ is 
the Lord." 

This proclamation of the universal lordship of Christ-Sophia is ad- 
dressed to people of the Hellenistic world who believed the world to 
be ruled by merciless powers, and above all by blind fate. It addresses 
the desires and longings of Hellenistic persons seeking liberation 
from the powers of this world and participation in the divine world. 
In this religious milieu of the mysteries, Christians proclaim Christ- 
Sophia as the ruler of the principalities and powers which have previ- 
ously enslaved the world. In this milieu, where the hymns and areta- 
logies to Isis and other gods are sung, the Christian community sings 
hymns in praise of Jesus Christ the Sophia of God who appeared on 
earth and is now exalted as the Lord of the whole cosmos. These 
Christians believe they are already liberated from the bondage of 
death and freed from the cosmic evil spirits. They believe they al- 
ready participate in the power and "energy" of Christ-Sophia, that 
they are the new creation because they have received the power of 
the Spirit in baptism. 

This proclamation of Jesus Christ as the Sophia of God and the 
cosmic Lord functions in the Christian community as the founda- 
tional myth which engenders its own cult. The exaltation and en- 
thronement of Christ to cosmic reconciliation and sovereignty are the 
central symbols of this myth. The understanding of Christ in terms of 
Sophia as the mediator in creation and as the power of the new 
creation underlines the cosmic significance of Christian faith, but also 
keeps alive the knowledge that this cosmic Lord is the same Jew, 
Jesus, who sought a "resting place" in Israel. This knowledge is ex- 
pressed in the categories of humiliation, incarnation and death. The 
mythical features of these hymns are so strong, however, that there is 
a danger that this knowledge about the human life of Jesus Christ and 
the historical existence of Christians may be neglected. 

This raises the fundamental theological question: how were Chris- 
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tians able to proclaim the historical person—Jesus of Nazareth—in 
terms of myth and with mythological language? This was made possi- 
ble not only by the ecstatic experience of the Spirit and the resurrec- 
tion but also by a Jewish-Hellenistic wisdom theology which had 
already provided the modes and language for a Sophia christology. 
The pre-Pauline christological hymns—already part of a trajectory of 
“reflective mythology” in Hellenistic Judaism and Jewish gnosti- 
cism—employ the language and motifs of various contemporary 
myths with a view to apologetic or missionary goals. This “theology 
expressed in mythological language" appears to have become depen- 
dent primarily on the myth of Isis-Osiris, and secondarily on myths of 
other oriental gods. The trajectory originated in the theology of post- 
exilic wisdom schools and moved through Hellenistic Judaism, gnos- 
ticism, and, in different ways, through early Christianity. 

The conjunction of this wisdom trajectory with the pre-Pauline 
Sophia christology and the pre-Johannine Logos hymn seems to have 
been prepared for by Philonic theology, where the female figure of 
Sophia had already become identified with that of the masculine 
Logos.*® Philo also had identified the Logos with historical figures 
such as Moses, Isaac or Israel. Philo, however, uses cosmological- 
mythological language, derived from the Isis-Osiris cycle to clarify 
psychological-mystical realities. The Logos as priest and king of the 
cosmos becomes the priest of the soul. The historical figures of Moses 
or Isaac are transformed into archetypes or symbols of virtues. The 
history of Israel is a psychological-mystical paradigm. 

Similarly, the mythic material concerning Sophia found in gnostic 
texts evidences clear connections with Jewish wisdom literature and 
theology. The cosmic Sophia myth is psychologized and internalized 
here as well. Sophia and her fate exemplify the true gnostic, whose 
self can be set free from imprisonment in this world and restored to 
its divine nature through knowledge of its fall and redemption. It 
develops into metaphysical dualism constituted by masculine and 
feminine archetypes. This spiritualizing and psychologizing danger 
in gnostic dualism and Hellenistic wisdom speculation was already 
sensed by Paul who seeks to counter it by emphasizing the physical 
death of Christ and by stressing the historical reality of Christians. 
Yet this danger does not consist in taking over "female" language and 
"goddess" expressions, but in the dehistoricizing of Jesus Christ, our 
Sophia and Kyrios, as well as in the devaluating of Christian historical 
practice. 

In counteracting the dehistoricizing tendencies of the Christ myth, 
Paul transfers it from its hymnic setting to that of moral exhortation. 
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In Phil 2:1-15 Christ becomes the example to be imitated by those 
who have to “work out" their “own salvation with fear and trem- 
bling." In this context Paul elaborates Christian equality. He points to 
Christ-Sophia who, according to the hymn, did not hold onto his 
"equality" with God, but "emptied himself" or "lowered himself," 
taking on the existence of a slave and becoming “obedient unto 
death." Paul explicitly qualifies the death of Christ as his violent 
execution on the cross. Yet, as noted, he does not reflect more deeply 
on the political significance of the death of Jesus, stressing instead, 
his obedience. Paul quotes the hymn in order to validate his admoni- 
tions: "Do nothing from selfishness or deceit, but in humility count 
others better than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to one's 
own interests but also to the interests of others (Phil 2:3f). 

Equality for Paul, then, consists in looking out not only for our own 
interests but also for those of others. This understanding is borne out 
also by 2 Cor 8:13f, the second passage in which Paul speaks about 
equality. Paul appeals to the Corinthians to contribute their share to 
the collection for the community of Jerusalem. He does not mean to 
burden the Corinthians, "but that as a matter of equality" their 
"abundance at the present time should supply their want, so their 
abundance might supply" the Corinthians’ want, “that there may be 
equality." Equality, then, consists in the reciprocal sharing of abun- 
dance with those Christians who are in need. 

However, Paul does not elaborate what such a sharing of abun- 
dance would mean in social terms, although the key word slave in the 
hymn Phil 2:1-11 could have provided the occasion to do so. Paul's 
treatment of the death of Jesus also fails to spell out the political-social 
implications of this death. We can only speculate why Paul neglected 
to do this, and focused instead on the moral and ecclesial behavior 
of the individual Christians irrespective of their social status. Since he 
does not ground his theology of mutual love in the theology of the 
new creation and the social-political reality of the death of Christ and 
the existence of Christians, he necessarily privatizes Christian love 
and interiorizes it.? His attempt to ground the new creation and the 
story of Christ in history, therefore, does not fully develop its 
historical-critical impetus. 

3. According to Acts 6:13f, Stephen is accused of having spoken 
against Temple and Torah, the central mediations of God's presence 
for all Jewish groups of the time. The identification of the Torah with 
Sophia and her localization in the Jerusalem Temple made the media- 
tory function of Temple and Torah authoritative, because both insti- 
tutions thus became the preexistent, eternal, and final expression of 
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God's presence. The confession of Christ, the Lord, “who has been 
made our Sophia from God,” thus challenges the theological claim of 
Temple and Torah. This seems to have been theologically articulated 
and recognized by the Hellenists and especially by Stephen.* In his 
defense he argues not only that—throughout Israel's history—the 
divine presence was never confined to one place but also that "the 
Most High does not dwell in houses made with hands" (7:48). The 
same Greek expression "made with hands" is also found in Mark 
14:58 and Heb 9:11, 24. Its semantic and theological context is the 
missionary preaching of Hellenistic Judaism, which uses the term in 
its polemics against pagan idols. The Jerusalem Temple is seen here 
and in Mark 14:58 as being on one level with idolatry, and therefore 
as belonging to the old aeon. Yet, while the speech of Stephen does 
not positively say what will replace the old Temple in mediating the 
presence of God, according to Mark its replacement will be the Chris- 
tian community. 

We find already in the pre-Pauline tradition the understanding that 
the Christian community is the temple of God. The texts 2 Cor 
6:14—7:1; 1 Cor 3:16; Eph 2:22, and perhaps 1 Pet 2:4-10 transfer the 
notion of naos to the Christian community, while Paul adapts this 
tradition in 1 Cor 6:19 to refer to the body of the individual Chris- 
tian.96 Since Hellenistic and Jewish-Hellenistic literature considers not 
the human body but the soul or mind as the temple in which God or 
the Spirit dwells, and often understands the body as the prison of the 
soul, the transference of the notion of temple to the human body 
reflects typical Pauline theology and was, therefore, probably accom- 
plished by Paul. In calling the body a temple, Paul warns against a 
"spiritualizing" of Christian self-understanding which considers the 
soul as the only essential divine part of the human person. In distinc- 
tion to Paul, the pre-Pauline "temple tradition" understands the 
Christian community as "temple" of God in order to distinguish it 
from the unbelieving world. Its Sitz im Leben is not a ‘‘moral-anthro- 
pological discussion" but a missionary situation, interested in draw- 
ing the boundaries between the Christian community and the world. 

1 Cor 3:16f uses the language complex "building, house, temple” in 
order to characterize the community. The form of the saying could 
indicate a baptismal tradition that is quoted here by Paul in order 
to counter Corinthian divisiveness. He warns the Corinthians that 
whoever destroys the unity of the community destroys the temple of 
God. This warning seems to be formulated by Paul for his own theo- 
logical purposes and inserted into the traditional formula expressed 
in two parallelisms: 
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You are God's temple 

and the Spirit of God dwells in you. . . . 
For the temple of God is holy (hagios), 
which you all are. 


The traditional (baptismal) formula expresses the self-understanding 
of Christians that the community is the new temple and, therefore, 
that they all are sanctified. The missionary context of the temple motif 
transferred to the Christian community also appears in the passages 
of the Pauline school, Eph 2:18-22 and 1 Pet 2:4-10. Ephesians uses 
this motif in order to stress that Jews and gentiles are "made into 
one" people or race. Through Jesus Christ gentiles are no longer 
foreigners who are excluded from the inner sanctum of the temple, 
but have access in one Spirit to the Father. They have become full 
members of the temple community, the household of God, and are 
one with the holy angels. 

] Pet 2:4-10 transfers not only the images of temple but also those 
of priest and sacrifice to the Christian community, the household of 
God, in the interest of missionary theology. The Christians as the 
household of God are the new eschatological temple in which not just 
a special group but all members offer sacrifices worked by the Spirit. 
They have left their former cultural-religious milieu and form a new 
nation, new priesthood, and holy people. They are, therefore, charac- 
terized in Old Testament and political-cultic language as “a chosen 
race, a royal house, a priesthood, a holy nation, the true people of 
God," who proclaim the saving and mighty power of God. These 
latter passages have combined the tradition of the community as 
temple with that of the community as household, and their epistolary 
contexts strongly stress that life in the community must be lived in 
terms of the patriarchal household of antiquity. 

This is not the case in the pre-Pauline" (but not necessarily anti- 
Pauline?) fragment 2 Cor 6:14-7:1, which most exegetes consider a 
segment of tradition inserted into the letter. It is debated, however, 
whether Paul himself could have used this tradition here, or whether 
it interrupts, and therefore does not fit into, the present Pauline con- 
text.” 


Do not get misyoked [or mismatched] with unbelievers. 
For what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness 
or what community has light with darkness? 

What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? 

Or what common lot a believer with an unbeliever? 

What agreement is there between God's temple and idols? 
For we are the temple of the living God; as God has said, 
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“T will dwell in them and walk among them; 
and I will be their God 

and they shall be my people. 

Therefore come out of their midst 

and separate, 

says the Lord, 

and touch nothing unclean. 

Then I will receive you, 

and I will be a father to you, 

and you shall be to me sons and daughters, 
says the Lord Almighty." 

Since we have these promises, beloved, 

let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of flesh and spirit, 
making holiness perfect in the fear of God. 


Hans Dieter Betz has made a strong case that this paraenesis applies 
to the "theological position of the 'false brothers' at Jerusalem (see 
Gal 2:4f) and the ‘men from James’ (see Gal 2:11-14). . . . They 
would call ‘misyoking’ what Paul has done in bringing the Galatians 
into the church without subjecting them to the Torah covenant.'? He 
points to Paul's understanding of freedom as opposed to the yoke of 
the Torah, "the yoke as of slavery" (Gal 5:1). However, while this 
litertary analysis has again proven that the vocabulary and theological 
perspective is non-Pauline, it must be questioned whether this gener- 
alized understanding of "misyoking" is appropriate. 

The Greek word for mismatch is a metaphor deriving from Lev 19:19 
where the LXX reads the same Greek word for crossbreeding. The same 
figure is also used in Deut 22:10 which forbids plowing with an ox 
and ass together. The whole complex of sayings prohibits the min- 
gling of two different types of things, for example, seeds, animals, or 
woolen and linen stuff. It does not speak, however, of two different 
yokes. On the whole, the figure of the yoke seems to be different 
from what is in this context insofar as it usually refers to burdens 
imposed, especially by foreign oppressors (Isa 9:4; 10:27; 14:25; Jer 
27:8, 11, 12; Gen 27:40; 1 Kgs 12:4). Therefore, the traditional transla- 
tion and interpretation, which has generally taken the imperative "be 
not mismated," or "unevenly yoked together" as a warning against 
marriage between believers and unbelievers, appears more appropri- 
ate. This is not a general Jewish Christian prohibition against mixing 
socially and religiously with gentile Christians but a warning to avoid 
marriages with gentiles. The difficulty a woman would encounter in 
such a marriage is still, even in the second century, vividly described 
by Tertullian: 
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For who would suffer his wife for the sake of visiting the breth- 
ren, to go around from street to street to other men's and indeed 
to all the poorer cottages? Who will willingly bear her being taken 
from his side by nocturnal convocations, if need be?. . . Who 
will, without some suspicion of his own, dismiss her to attend 
that Lord's Supper, which they defame?”! 


The warning in 2 Cor 6:14 is therefore similar to that in 1 Cor 7:39, 
but much more emphatic. It is based upon the theological self-under- 
standing of the community as temple and holy people of God, and it 
is argued with a string of scriptural texts. 

The most striking adaptation of scriptural texts to the Christian 
situation is the alteration of 2 Sam 7:14 to show that God's promise of 
sonship given to David, the king of Israel, includes the male and 
female members of the church. The daughters as well as the sons are 
full members of the temple of the living God. Therefore, all Christians 
are called hagioi, "holy ones." Several exegetes have observed the 
"sexual egalitarianism” and even “feminism” that comes to the fore in 
this alteration. Robert Jewett underscores it but concludes: “It cer- 
tainly speaks against either Qumran or Jewish Christian provenance, 
because these groups favored patriarchal views of women." ? He 
further argues “this verse must be interpreted in light of the androg- 
yny campaign in Corinth.” Yet both contentions are unproven. Cer- 
tainly, the passage is not of Qumran provenance, although it has 
some affinities to Qumran theology. However, nothing speaks 
against its Jewish Christian provenance, since we have no evidence 
for such alleged patriarchal views of women in Jewish Christianity. 

To the contrary, it seems this passage “fits” into the theology of the 
predominantly Jewish Christian missionary movement which con- 
ceives of itself as the new creation, filled with Sophia-spirit, embrac- 
ing the sons and daughters, the male and female slaves who have 
received the Spirit and share in ecstatic experiences. This movement 
stresses that women and men are the children of God, the holy peo- 
ple, the temple community among whom the Spirit dwells. The 
boundaries here are not drawn between men and women, Jewish and 
gentile Christians, but between believers and unbelievers. Faith in 
Christ Jesus, and not religion, race, or sex, draws the line between the 
holy community and the domain of Belial, the temple of God and idol 
worship. 

The Epistle of Barnabas, a Jewish Christian midrashic hortatory let- 
ter, probably written after the destruction of the Temple in 70 c.r.,?* 
also combines the motifs of the holy people, the temple not made of 
hands, and the new creation in its theological outlook (16:3-5). The 
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letter evidences a later stage of Jewish Christian theology, insofar as 
the Christian community is already understood as the new people of 
God in opposition to and as the replacement for the old covenant 
people. Nevertheless, parts of the epistle seem to reflect the same 
social and theological milieu as the Hellenistic-Jewish Christian 
movement. It is therefore difficult to decide whether these materials 
go back to Barnabas, or to one of his students and followers, or 
whether the letter simply uses Barnabas’s name, without reflecting 
his theology at all. It appears likely, however, that the author stands 
in the same Antiochene theological tradition of which Barnabas was a 
part.” 

Although the epistle stresses salvation as a future event and re- 
ward, it seeks to pass along to its readers special insight or gnosis, as 
a gift that God bestows on all of God’s children enabling them to 
interpret the course of the history of salvation—past, present, and 
future (1:7; 5:3). 

Such gnosis is available to all members of the community, whom 
the writer addresses as "sons and daughters," who have received "an 
implantation of the pneumatic gift" (1:1). The author understands 
himself as a teacher and calls the recipients, men and women, his 
children of love, joy, or peace and his "brethen."' "He hopes that they 
too will become ‘good lawgivers’ and ‘faithful advisers’ (21:4) medi- 
tating on his teachings, which are the Lord’s teachings (21:7f; see 
1:4).”” He admonishes them not to seek solitary lives but to assemble 
together in order to search for the mutual good (see 4:10). They are 
admonished to love as the apple of their eye all those who proclaim 
the word to them. They themselves ought to pursue gnosis each day 
either by toiling and traveling to spread the word, to admonish, and 
to save a soul by the word, or by working with their hands and 
sharing all things with their neighbors since they cannot “claim that 
anything is exclusively" theirs (19:8-11). Except for the high estima- 
tion of those who teach and meditate on the "subtleties" of the word 
(10:11), there is no reference to any leadership in this community 
which celebrated Sunday as a “day of rejoicing” at Jesus’ resurrec- 
tion, and practiced baptism by immersion (11:8b, 11) for the forgive- 
ness of sins (11:1b). 

According to pseudo-Barnabas, Jesus appeared on earth in order to 
prepare “the new people” (5:7); he taught in Israel, worked great 
wonders and signs, and chose his own apostles to “preach his gos- 
pel.” These apostles were “sinful beyond measure so that he might 
prove that he came not to call righteous but sinners” (5:9). The last 
emphasis indicates that pseudo-Barnabas sees the apostles as proto- 
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types of every Christian who is called and baptized, while the few 
references to the ministry of Jesus picture him like one of the Helle- 
nists or “the other apostles” mentioned in 2 Corinthians. 

God’s holy people, the members of the Christian community, are 
the true heirs of the Lord’s covenant. As the new creation they are the 
new eschatological temple. The text is ambiguous as to whether the 
whole community, or only the individual, is the new temple. Yet in 
distinction to Paul it is not the body but, as in Jewish theology, "the 
heart" in which Christ dwells (6:11—14). 


When we receive the forgiveness of sins [in baptism] and place 
our hope in the Name, we become new, created again from the 
beginning. Wherefore God truly dwells in our ‘dwelling place’— 
in us. In what way? The word of his faith, the invitation of his 
promise, the wisdom of his righteous ordinances, the command- 
ments of his teachings; himself prophesying in us, himself dwell- 
ing in us. . . . This is the pneumatic Temple built for the Lord. 
[16:8b, 9ab, 10b] 


Conclusion 


The call of pseudo-Barnabas: "Let us be pneumatics, let us be the 
perfect Temple of God," sums up well the theological self-under- 
standing of the pre-Pauline missionary movement. As the prophetic 
movement of the "sons and daughters of God," it gathers in house 
churches and spreads the gospel in missionary partnership. As the 
new temple, its members are "full" of Sophia and Spirit; they are the 
new creation and the new creatures of God. As a "new people" they 
gather together in house churches for the breaking of the bread and 
table sharing. Just like all other types of Greco-Roman associations— 
the professional collegia, the funeral associations, the mystery cults, 
or the Jewish-Pharisaic havuroth—the Christian house churches had 
the same unifying center: the communal banquet or meal which regu- 
larly gathered together all members of the group for table companion- 
ship. Eating and drinking together was the major integrative moment 
in the socially diversified Christian house community.?* The diakonia 
at tables was crucial for early Christian community. 

However, this diakonia was not yet separated from that of the word. 
The Christians gathered together for the breaking of the bread and the 
praise of God. They meditated on the promises of God in Scripture 
and sang new songs to Christ, the Lord. Like Isis, the Queen, who 
made "women and men equal," so Christ-Sophia has appeared in the 
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midst of this old world of death and alienation in order to fashion a 
new people, "the sons and daughters of God.” 

In baptism Christians enter the force field of the Spirit, share in 
ecstatic experiences, and are "sent" to proclaim the gospel in the 
power of the Spirit, attested to by miraculous signs and persuasive 
eloquence. They have become "a new creation," the Spirit-filled peo- 
ple, those who have been purified, sanctified, and justified. They all 
are equal, because they all share in the Spirit, God’s power; they are 
all called elect and holy because they are adopted by God, all without 
exception: Jews, pagans, women, men, slaves, free poor, rich, those 
with high status and those who are “nothing” in the eyes of the 
world. The household of God concretized in the house church consti- 
tutes the new family of God, where all without exception are "sisters 
and brothers." Gal 3:28 belongs to this theological setting and mis- 
sionary environment. It is not a Pauline “peak formulation"? or a 
theological breakthrough achieved by Paul,!'? or an occasional, iso- 
lated statement of Paul that is outnumbered by the subordination 
passages.!?! Gal 3:28 is a key expression, not of Pauline theology but 
of the theological self-understanding of the Christian missionary 
movement which had far-reaching historical impact. 
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Chapter 6 


Neither Male Nor Female 
Galatians 3:28 — Alternative 
Vision and Pauline Modification 


JA soe many have seen Gal 3228 either as the locus classicus of 
Paul's teaching on women or as the focal point and organizing 
center of his theology, others have denied such a claim on the basis of 
the so-called household-code tradition of the New Testament and the 
early Fathers, which stresses the subordination of women to men. J. 
E. Crouch, in turn, has maintained that both texts, Gal 3:28 and the 
household code of Colossians (which is the first one in the New 
Testament), are related to each other. He argues that the household 
code was developed in Christian preaching in order to counteract 
excessively enthusiastic claims that appealed to Gal 3:28.! 

Wayne Meeks has highlighted the ritual setting of the "reunifica- 
tion formula" in Gal 3:28 and argued that it evokes the myth of 
androgyny that was widespread in Hellenism, Judaism, and espe- 
cially gnosticism. However, for this myth he refers especially to the 
“new man’ symbolized by the clothing who is ‘renewed after the 
image of his creator’ ” of Col 3:10 (cf. Eph 4:24) and to gnostic texts. In 
doing so he understands "neither male and female" in Gal 3:28 in 
terms of the ‘eschatological restoration of man’s original divine, an- 
drogynous image.’ In 1 Cor 11:2-16 and 14:33b-36 "Paul seems 
primarily concerned to reassert the distinction between male and fe- 
male."? Paul insists on "the symbolic distinctions belonging to the 
humanity of the old Adam” but concedes the abandonment of "'func- 
tional distinctions," so long "as the result leads to the ‘building up’ of 
the community."^ In doing so Meeks follows Robin Scroggs who 
argues “that Paul wanted to eliminate the inequality between the 
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sexes, while the gnostics wanted to eliminate the distinction between 
the sexes.’”° 

In a similar vein, Robert Jewett concludes his article "The Sexual 
Liberation of the Apostle Paul": “The authentic Pauline letters there- 
fore move on a progression that leads to a full acknowledgment of 
equality, while maintaining an insistence on the divinely given qual- 
ity of sexual difference." Jewett explicitly approves Crouch's judg- 
ment that the household-code's concern "was with the excesses of 
women and slaves," which threatened the "stability of the Pauline 
churches." However, in Colossians "the balance between equality 
and sexual differentiation is lost” in the argument against androgyny. 
Paul then "was struggling to maintain two seemingly contradictory 
points: differentiation of sexual identity on the one hand and equality 
of honor and role on the other hand." 

Widespread in exegetical commentaries and articles on women in 
the Bible is the distinction between the "order of creation," to which 
the household codes belong, and the "order of redemption" — 
though neither expression is found in the New Testament. While 
some traditionalists maintain that women have a different role from 
men in the order of creation and redemption and are assigned a 
position of subordination by God in creation, others maintain that 
"before God” all are equal. With respect to redemption and the gifts 
of the Spirit all have equal standing before God. The sociological 
implications of this equal standing cannot be applied either to society 
or church ministry, however, but are postponed until the age to 
come. 

Against such an interpretation of Gal 3:28, which restricts equality 
and oneness to the soul or to one's standing before God, Krister 
Stendahl has forcefully argued: 


The statement is limited to what happens in Christ through bap- 
tism. But in Christ the dichotomy is overcome through baptism, a 
new unity is created, and that is not only a matter discerned by 
the eyes of faith but one that manifests itself in the social dimen- 
sions of the church.? 


However, he also maintains that in 1 Corinthians Paul argues against 
a kind "of spiritual snobbishness” and directs his Christian eschatol- 
ogy "against those who think that they have already transcended 
the world of death and limitations." 
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When Paul fought those who defended the old—his bold vision 
of the new expressed itself most strongly as in Gal 3:28. When he 
discerned the overstatement of the new he spoke up for the old, 
as in Corinthians.? 


Paul, then, wanted to maintain the tension between the new and the 
old, the age to come and this age. On the one hand, the old hierarchy 
associated with men and women, slaves and free has been overcome; 
on the other, wholesale emancipation from societal constraints is illu- 
sionary enthusiam that hinders the advancement of the gospel and 
threatens the unity of the church. 

All these different interpretations seem to be based on certain pre- 
suppositions and modern categories of interpretation. While the 
older exegesis insisted on the subordination and difference between 
women and men, slaves and free—and I would add, also, Greeks 
(Americans, Germans, etc.) and Jews—as valid in society and church, 
more recent exegesis proceeds from the "equal but different assump- 
tion." Interestingly enough, it does not insist on a "symbolic" differ- 
ence of race or class, but only on sexual difference, which still must be 
lived out by women in "subordination." Stephen Clark, for example, 
spends a good deal of time showing that the first two pairs in Gal 3:28 
are quite distinct from the last pair, in order to prove that one may not 
also advocate the subordination of slaves and of Jews, if one argues 
for that of women.” In pointing out the presuppositions of contem- 
porary exegetes for interpreting Gal 3:28, I do not want to advocate a 
value-free exegesis but only to clarify the values at stake. 

The contemporary discussion linking Gal 3:28 and the household- 
code tradition seems to point to a historical-political dynamic that 
does not come to the fore when it is forced into the oppositions of 
"order of creation" and "order of redemption" on the one hand, and 
of "enthusiastic excess, or gnostic heresy” and "Pauline theology and 
New Testament orthodoxy" on the other. Hans Dieter Betz has ac- 
knowledged that commentaries on Galatians "have consistently de- 
nied that Paul's statements have political implications.” 1! Such com- 
mentaries are prepared to state the opposite of what Paul actually 
says in order to preserve a "purely religious" interpretation. In doing 
so, they can strongly emphasize the reality of equality before God 
sacramentally and at the same time "deny that any conclusions can be 
drawn from this in regard to the ecclesiastical offices(!) and the politi- 
cal order" —all of which, I would add, rest on the assumed natural 
differences between the sexes institutionalized in patriarchal mar- 
riage. 
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Analysis and Interpretation of Galatians 3:28 


Form critical analyses converge in the delineation of Gal 3:26-28 
and its classification as a baptismal confession quoted by Paul.? The 
following observations speak for such a traditional formula. The same 
formula occurs in various New Testament and early Christian texts, 
but with a consistency of motifs and their variations. Moreover, Paul 
shifts from “we” in v. 25 to “you” in v. 26 and returns to the "we" 
again in 4:3. In addition, the immediate context in Galatians speaks 
neither about baptism nor about social relationships. Theologically 
the baptismal formula differs from its immediate context. Paul's con- 
cern in Galatians is the religious relationship between Jews and gen- 
tiles, not the cultural-political distinctions between Jews and Greeks 
as two different types of people and cultures. Therefore, he does not 
use the expression in Gal 5:6 and 6:15 (cf. 1 Cor 7:19), and instead 
refers to circumcision/uncircumcision. Further, the immediate context 
speaks about bondage and slavery, the slave woman and the free 
woman (Galatians 4). However, "slavery" and “freedom” are used to 
characterize the religious but not the social situation of the Galatian 
Christians, while the pair "male" and "female" plays no role at all in 
the argument of Paul in Galatians. 

Finally, within the baptismal unit one can distinguish several 
Pauline additions. The syntactic transitions "therefore" and "through 
faith in Christ Jesus," as well as v. 29, are clearly Pauline insertions. 
Since Paul uses the concept of sonship in the immediate context, he 
also might have changed children into sons, because the traditional 
formula "that we are children of God" (Rom 8:16c) indicates that the 
Christian missionary movement conceived the gift of the Spirit as the 
attestation that Christians were indeed children of God "and if chil- 
dren, then heirs" (Rom 8:17). The baptismal announcement quoted 
by Paul, then, might have consisted of the following: 


i. 3:26a For you are all children of God 
ii. 3:27a For as many as were baptized into Christ 
b have put on Christ 
iii. 3:28a There is neither Jew nor Greek 
b There is neither slave nor free 
c There is no male and female 
iv. 3:28d For you are all one 


Though scholars differ on the delineation of the different lines, they 
agree that the core of the traditional formula is Gal 3:28abc. Because of 
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the opposition pair Jew/Greek they assume it was formulated in a 
Jewish-Hellenistic community. Therefore, nothing prevents us from 
attributing it to the pre-Pauline missionary movement and seeing it as 
an integral part of this movement's theology of the Spirit. The func- 
tion of this pronouncement is best captured in the description of 
Meeks: 


. a resident of one of the cities of the province Asia who 
ventured to become a member of one of the tiny Christian cells in 
their early years would have heard the utopian declaration of 
mankind's [sic] reunification as a solemn ritual pronouncement. 
Reinforced by dramatic gestures (disrobing, immersion, robing), 
such a declaration would carry—within the community for 
which its language was meaningful—the power to assist in shap- 
ing the symbolic universe by which that group distinguished 
itself from the ordinary "world" of the larger society. As a "per- 
formative utterance” it makes a factual claim "about an "objec- 
tive" change in reality that fundamentally modifies social roles. 
New attitudes and altered behavior would follow— but only if 
the group succeeds in clothing the novel declaration with an 
"aura of factuality.''? 


We have seen that such new behavior was engendered by this 
baptismal declaration, at least with respect to women who exercised 
leadership roles in the house churches and mission of the early Chris- 
tian movement. A letter of Pliny to the Emperor Trajan confirms that 
at the beginning of the second century women “servants” (slaves?) 
were ministers in the church of Bithynia. Around the same time, 
Ignatius writes to the bishop Polycarp of Smyrna, telling him not to 
set free either male or female slaves at the expense of the church (4:3). 
This exhortation presupposes that slaves who joined the Christian 
community expected their freedom to be bought by the church. 

Such expectations were supported by the Christians' belief that 
they were truly set free by Christ. Such formulas occur again and 
again in the Pauline letters: "You were bought with a price, do not 
become human slaves" (1 Cor 6:20; 7:23). Or "For freedom Christ has 
set us free. . . do not submit again to a yoke of slavery" (Gal 5:1). 
The goal of Christian calling is freedom: "You were called to free- 
dom" (Gal 5:13), because "where the Spirit of the Lord is there is 
freedom" (2 Cor 3:17). To argue that Christian slaves who understood 
their call to freedom had only "a superficial understanding of the 
gospel"? is to minimize the impact of this language in a world where 
slavery was a commonly accepted institution. Liberation from the 
slavery of sin, law, and death, from the conditions of the "present 
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evil age" (Gal 1:4) has "freedom" as its purpose and destiny. "As a 
result, eleutheria (freedom) is the central theological concept which 
sums up the Christian's situation before God as well as in this 
world."!6 Therefore, a slave woman who became a Christian in the 
first century heard this baptismal pronunciation as a ritual, "perfor- 
mative utterance,” which not only had the power to shape the “sym- 
bolic universe" of the Christian community but also determined the 
social interrelationships and structures of the church. 

That such an expectation of free status on the grounds of baptism 
was not merely excessive enthusiasm is apparent if we look at the first 
opposites of the baptismal formula—Jew/Greek. One could show 
that Paul's whole work centered around the abolition of the religious 
distinctions between Jew and Greek. “For there is no distinction be- 
tween Jew and Greek. The same Lord is Lord of all and bestows his 
riches upon all who call upon him" (Rom 10:12). Equality among all 
those who call upon the Lord is based on the fact that they have all 
one and the same master who shares his wealth with all of them (cf. 
also Rom 3:22). That such "religious equality" had social-ecclesial 
consequences for the interrelationship between Jewish and gentile 
Christians is apparent from the Antioch incident, which seems to 
have been well known in the early church." Peter and Barnabas had 
entered into table sharing with the gentile Christians in Antioch but, 
after pressure from Jerusalem, discontinued it. They again adhered to 
the Pharisaic Christian purity rules against eating together with the 
"unclean." Paul publicly confronts Cephas and the Jewish Christian 
group around him because "they did not act in consistency with the 
truth of the gospel" (Gal 2:14). The whole letter to the Galatians is 
written to make the same point. It is not circumcision or uncircumci- 
sion that counts, but the new creation. 

This struggle of Paul for equality between gentile and Jewish Chris- 
tians had important ramifications for Jewish and gentile Christian 
women alike. If it was no longer circumcision but baptism which was 
the primary rite of initiation, then women became full members of the 
people of God with the same rights and duties. This generated a 
fundamental change, not only in their standing before God but also in 
their ecclesial-social status and function, because in Judaism religious 
differences according to the law were also expressed in communal 
behavior and social practice. While one was born into Judaism—even 
the full proselyte could not achieve the status of the male Israelite— 
the Christian movement was based not on racial and national inheri- 
tance and kinship lines, but on a new kinship in Jesus Christ.!? In 
baptism Christians entered into a kinship relationship with people 
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coming from very different racial, cultural, and national back- 
grounds. These differences were not to determine the social struc- 
tures of the community, nor were those of family and clan. Therefore 
both Jewish and gentile women’s status and role were drastically 
changed, since family and kinship did not determine the social struc- 
tures of the Christian movement. 

This seems to be stated explicitly in the final pair of the baptismal 
pronunciation: "There is no male and female." This last pair differs in 
formulation from the preceding two, insofar as it does not speak of 
opposites but of man and woman. Exegetes have speculated a good 
deal over the fact that "male and female” are used here, but not “man 
and woman."?? It is often argued that not only “the social differences 
(roles) between men and women are involved but the biological dis- 
tinctions" as well.? Therefore, as we have seen, it is conjectured that 
the formulation is gnostic and advocates androgyny. Paul does not 
repeat the formulation in 1 Cor 12:13—according to this argument— 
because he had special problems in Corinth due to the gnostic or 
enthusiastic consequences women drew from Gal 3:28. However, 
such a conjecture is based on the unproven assumption that the be- 
havior of Corinthian women was determined by gnostic beliefs and 
not by early Christian prophetic experiences. 

The argument, moreover, overlooks the fact that designations of 
the sexes in the neuter can simply be used in place of “woman and 
man." Such designations do not imply a denial of biological sex dif- 
ferences.?! The reference here probably alludes to Gen 1:27, where 
humanity created in the image of God is qualified as "male and fe- 
male" in order to introduce the theme of procreation and fertility. 
Jewish exegesis understood “male and female," therefore, primarily 
in terms of marriage and family. In early Christian theology the ex- 
pression also evokes the image of the first couple, and not that of an 
androgynous being, as can be seen from Mark 10:6. “No longer male 
and female" is best understood, therefore, in terms of marriage and 
gender relationships. As such, Gal 3:28c does not assert that there are 
no longer men and women in Christ, but that patriarchal marriage— 
and sexual relationships between male and female—is no longer con- 
stitutive of the new community in Christ.” Irrespective of their pro- 
creative capacities and of the social roles connected with them, 
persons will be full members of the Christian movement in and 
through baptism. This interpretation is also supported by the nonca- 
nonical tradition. 

The apocryphal literature transmits a saying of Jesus that appears 
to reflect a Christian self-understanding similar to that in Gal 3:28c. In 
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passing, Jesus sees mothers nursing their children and says to the 
disciples: "These infants being suckled are like those who enter the 
kingdom." The disciples want to make sure that they understand him 
correctly and ask: "Shall we then, as children, enter the kingdom?" 
and Jesus answers: 


When you make the two one, and when you make the inside like 
the outside, and the outside like the inside, and the above like 
the below, and when you make the male and the female one and 
the same so that the male not be male nor the female. . . . [Gosp. 
Thom. log. 22] 


Similarly, the Second Epistle of Clement, an anonymous sermon 
dated early in the second century and ascribed to Clement of Rome, 
addresses gentile converts (probably from Egypt) who “are in danger 
of falling prey to gnostic teachings.” The preacher quotes this say- 
ing in the context of eschatological preaching: 


For when someone asked the Lord when his Kingdom was going 
to come, he said, "When the two shall be one and the outside like 
the inside, and the male with the female neither male nor fe- 
male." 


He then goes on to explain that the inside and outside are soul and 
body respectively. 


Furthermore “male with the female neither male nor female" 
means this: that when a brother sees a sister he should not think 
of her sex any more than she should think of his. [12.1—6] 


This interpretation still clearly reflects the same community situation 
as Gal 3:28. It does not yet understand this Jesus saying in anthropo-. 
logical, androgynous terms, as gnostic writings do. Although the 
ecclesial context is not clear in the saying of the Gospel of Thomas, the 
saying does not yet speak of bisexuality or androgyny, but more 
likely of presexuality, as the image of the nursing babies suggests. 
What this sayings tradition asserts, then, is that sexual dimorphism, 
and gender roles based on it, must be relinquished to enter the king- 
dom. Or, in terms of the anonymous preacher, a Christian ought not 
to look at other Christians as sex objects, as males or females, but as 
members of the same "family of God," as brothers and sisters. The 
saying tradition ascribed to Jesus, then, expresses in different words 
the same understanding of being Christian as the baptismal formula 
of Gal 3:28. Women and men in the Christian community are not 
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defined by their sexual procreative capacities or by their religious, 
cultural or social gender roles, but by their discipleship and empow- 
ering with the Spirit. 

In antiquity not only were sexual or gender roles considered to be 
grounded in biological nature but also cultural, racial, and social dif- 
ferences. Religious, social, racial, and sexual properties were not dif- 
ferentiated in antiquity as much as they are today. Although most 
would concede today that racial or class differences are not natural or 
biological, but cultural and social, sexual differences and gender roles 
are still proclaimed as given by nature. However, feminist studies 
have amply documented that most perceived sex differences or gen- 
der roles are cultural-social properties. We are socialized into sex and 
gender roles as soon as we are born. Every culture gives different 
symbolic significance and derives different social roles from the hu- 
man biological capacities of sexual intercourse, childbearing, and lac- 
tation.” Sexual dimorphism and strictly defined gender roles are 
products of a patriarchal culture, which maintain and legitimize 
structures of control and domination—the exploitation of women by 
men.” Gal 3:28 not only advocates the abolition of religious-cultural 
divisions and of the domination and exploitation wrought by institu- 
tional slavery but also of domination based on sexual divisions. It 
repeats with different categories and words that within the Christian 
community no structures of dominance can be tolerated. Gal 3:28 is 
therefore best understood as a communal Christian self-definition 
rather than a statement about the baptized individual. It proclaims 
that in the Christian community all distinctions of religion, race, 
class, nationality, and gender are insignificant. All the baptized are 
equal, they are one in Christ. Thus, taken at face value, the baptismal 
declaration of Gal 3:28 does not express "excessive enthusiasm” or a 
"gnosticizing" devaluation of procreative capacities. 

Except for Mithraism, oriental cults initiated women as well as men 
without distinction of family, class, or social status. At Eleusis initia- 
tion was open to women as well as to slaves, and even to hetairai and 
to foreigners if they spoke Greek. An inscription from the first cen- 
tury B.C.E. reproducing the rules for a house cult in Philadelphia 
(Lydia) explicitly mentions men and women and slaves and free: 


The commandments given to Dionysos by Zeus, granting access 
in sleep to his own house both to free men and women and to 
household slaves. . . . Those who enter this house both men 
and women, both bond and free are to take oath before the Gods. 
. . . These commandments were placed [here] by Agdistis, the 
most holy Guardian and Mistress of this house, that she might 
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show her good will [or intention] to men and women, bond and 
free, so that they might follow the [rules] written here and take 
parts in the sacrifices.?é 


The figurative language of "putting on Christ" like a robe has paral- 
lels in the mystery religions, where "putting on or putting off" the 
redeemer figure is also connected with the initiation rite". The same 
language of Gal 3:26f is found in Col 3:10 and Eph 4:24, and in gnosti- 
cism, where it is connected with putting off the "old man" and put- 
ting on the “new man." However such an anthropological-cosmic 
interpretation is not explicit in Gal 3:28. Being baptized into Christ 
means entering the sphere of the resurrected Lord, the life-giving 
Spirit whose reality and power are manifested in the Christian com- 
munity. It is not anthropological oneness but ecclesiological oneness 
or unity in Christ Jesus which is the goal of Christian baptism. Unlike 
initiation into mystery cults—which usually had no social conse- 
quences— Christian baptism accomplishes both individual salvation 
and initiation into a community, into a religious association. 

Although the traditional philosophical schools (which were often 
cultic associations as well) espoused equality of women and men in 
theory or as an ideal, only the Epicurean Garden admitted women on 
an equal basis.? We even know of one woman president (Deontion). 
They based their community on friendship (philia) and communal 
living (koindnia)—the same term often describes the marriage relation- 
ship. Since they were pessimistic about the societal public order, they 
recommended the "private life," in which individual independence 
(autarkeia) could be enhanced by mutual support. Although they re- 
jected erotic love and marriage in favor of friendship between women 
and men, they numbered couples among their members. Thus they 
created a community and theory, in which men and women able to 
withdraw from society were equal. This philosophical ideal later had 
great impact in the third and fourth centuries on Christian communi- 
ties founded by women. In that context, however, it was connected 
with sexual asceticism.” 

We do not know the social effects initiation into Judaism had upon 
women, but we have some indication that it could spell "freedom" 
for slaves. The manumission or setting free of the slave was an act of 
the slave owner performed with the assent of the synagogue. The 
slave gained complete freedom except for the requirement to attend 
the synagogue. Connected with the act of manumission was a second 
washing that corresponded so closely to proselyte baptism that both 
could be seen as one and the same. Against the background of orien- 
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tal cultic and Jewish religious manumission practices it is obvious that 
slaves would expect freedom from their initiation into the Christian 
community.” Paul seems to assume this when he sends the baptized 
Onesimus back to Philemon “no longer as a slave" but as a beloved 
brother "both in the flesh and in the Lord," that is, socially as well as 
ecclesially, as a human being as well as a Christian (Phil 16). Paul has 
neither the legal ability to set Onesimus free himself nor the authority 
to command Philemon to do so. But by sending Onesimus back as a 
new member of the church in Philemon's house, he expects Philemon 
to acknowledge the new status of the former slave as a "brother." 

In his description of the "contemplative" or "philosophical" life of 
the Therapeutae and Therapeutrides, Philo stresses that this ascetic 
community has "no slaves to wait upon them them as they consider 
that the ownership of servants is entirely against nature. For nature 
has borne all to be free, but the wrongful and covetous acts of some 
who pursued that source of inequality, have imposed their yoke and 
invested the stronger with power over the weaker.'"?! Instead of 
slaves, young freeborn men serve at table, where the men recline on 
the right side and the women on the left. 


They give their services gladly and proudly like sons to their real 
fathers and mothers judging them to be the parents of them all in 
common, in a closer affinity than that of blood, since to the right 
minded there is no closer tie than noble living.? 


In this ascetic community of the wise, women seem to participate 
equally with men “with the same ardour and the same sense of call- 
ing," although for ascetic resons and for the sake of the “modesty of 
the women" their sanctuary is divided by a three or four cubit wall.?? 
These women "have kept their chastity, not under compulsion, like 
some of the Greek priestesses, but of their own free will in their 
ardent yearning for Wisdom" whom they are eager “to have for their 
life mate." Most of these women are "aged virgins" who have dedi- 
cated their lives to Scripture study, prayer, the composing of hymns, 
in short to “the verities of wisdom." It is not noted whether they also 
participated actively in the weekly scriptural discussion, whether 
their "senior" was also allowed to expound on the Scriptures in the 
assembly, or take her turn in singing a hymn she had composed. 
However, it is explicitly stated that for the "sacred vigil" they would 
divide in two choirs, for each of which a leader would be chosen 
“who is the most honored among them and the most musical.” % 
After they have sung their own songs the choirs merge. 
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This wonderful sight and experience, an act transcending word 
and thought and hope, so filled with ecstasy both men and 
women that forming a single choir they sang hymns of thanks- 
giving to God their Saviour, the men led by Moses, and the 
women by the prophetess Miriam.” 


Although the early Christian house churches were not ascetic monas- 
tic communities which withdrew to an isolated spot but lived in the 
urban centers of the Greco-Roman world, they did share the ecstatic 
experiences of Spirit-Wisdom, and considered themselves the 
new family of God. Their worship gatherings were similar to those of 
the Therapeutae insofar as they expounded the Scriptures, sang new 
hymns and psalms, experienced prophecy and ecstasy in their midst, 
and concluded with a communal meal shared by all members of the 
community. Finally Philo's description of the Therapeutae and the 
Therapeutrides provides us with one instance where Jewish women 
participated fully in the study of the Torah and in the communal 
worship of the community. However, the ascetic character of this 
Jewish community seems to have generated an institutionalized divi- 
sion between the male and female members of the community which 
is not evident in the traditions of the early Christian movement, 
though it emerges in Christian literature toward the end of the first 
century. 

Moreover, insofar as the Christian community did not withdraw 
from society, as the Epicurean Garden or the Jewish Therapeutae did, 
it provided an experience of an alternative community in the midst of 
the Greco-Roman city for those who came in contact with it. As an 
alternative association which accorded women- and slave-initiates 
equal status and roles, the Christian missionary movement was a 
conflict movement which stood in tension with the institutions of slav- 
ery and the patriarchal family. Such conflict could arise not only 
within the community but even more within the larger society, since 
Christians admitted to their membership women as well as slaves 
who continued to live in pagan marriages and households. This ten- 
sion between the alternative Christian community and the larger soci- 
ety had to cause conflicts that demanded resolution, often in different 
ways. The Pauline exhortations and the household-code tradition 
within the New Testament testify to these tensions. 

Yet unconsciously these injunctions of men, which demand the 
subordination of slaves, women, and children, may also express the 
interests of the "owner and patron class,” as Judge has suggested— 
as well as reflect the interests of husbands and masters, the heads of 
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families, who felt that their prerogatives were being undermined. Of 
course, it is difficult for us to decide whether or not such motivations 
played a role in the modifications of the Christian baptismal self- 
understanding, that is, which admonitions to subordination were 
due to a genuine concern for the Christian group’s embattled situa- 
tion and which arose from a defense of patriarchal dominance 
couched in theological terms. The theological counterarguments by 
slaves or women have not survived in history. 

To assume such resentment is historically plausible, to the extent 
that the baptismal declaration of Gal 3:28 runs counter to the general 
acceptance of male religious privileges among Greeks, Romans, Per- 
sians, and also Jews in the first century c.E.? It was a rhetorical com- 
monplace that Hellenistic man was grateful to the gods because he 
was fortunate enough to be born a human being and not a beast, a 
Greek and not a barbarian, a free man and not a slave, a man and not 
woman. This cultural pattern seems to have been adopted by Judaism 
in the first or second centuries C.E. and found its way into the syna- 
gogue liturgy.?? Three times a Jewish man thanked God that he did 
not create him a gentile, a slave, or a woman. This is not a misogynist 
prayer but an expression of gratitude for religious male privilege, as 
the comment of Rabbi Jehuda (second century c.r.) elucidates. 


Rabbi Jehuda said, One must speak three prayers every day: 
Blessed be God that he has not made me a Gentile. 
Blessed be God that he has not made me a woman. 
Blessed be God that he has not made me a boor. 

Blessed be God that he has not made me a Gentile: 

"because all Gentiles are nothing before him" (Jer 40:17). 

Blessed be God that he has not made me a woman: because 

woman is not obligated to fulfill the commandments. 

Blessed be God that he has not made me a boor: because 

a boor is not ashamed to sin.?? 


Although it is difficult to say whether this prayer was already known 
to Jewish converts to Christianity in the fortieth year of the first cen- 
tury, its consciousness of religious male privilege was widespread not 
only among Jews but among Greeks and Romans as well. Conversion 
and baptism into Christ for men, therefore, implied a much more 
radical break with their former social and religious self-understand- 
ings—especially for those who were also wealthy slave owners— 
than it did for women and slaves. 

While the baptismal declaration in Gal 3:28 offered a new religious 
vision to women and slaves, it denied all male religious prerogatives 
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in the Christian community based on gender roles. Just as born Jews 
had to abandon the privileged notion that they alone were the chosen 
people of God, so masters had to relinquish their power over slaves, 
and husbands that over wives and children. Since these social-politi- 
cal privileges were, at the same time, religious privileges, conversion 
to the Christian movement for men also meant relinquishing their 
religious prerogatives. It is often argued that it was impossible for the 
tiny Christian group to abolish the institution of slavery and other 
social hierarchies. That might have been the case or it might not. 
However, what is often overlooked is that relinquishment of religious 
male prerogatives within the Christian community was possible and 
that such a relinquishment included the abolition of social privileges 
as well. The legal-societal and cultural-religious male privileges were 
no longer valid for Christians. Insofar as this egalitarian Christian 
self-understanding did away with all male privileges of religion, 
class, and caste, it allowed not only gentiles and slaves but also 
women to exercise leadership functions within the missionary move- 
ment. 

The pre-Pauline baptismal formula however does not yet reflect the 
same notion of anthropological unification and androcentric perspec- 
tive that has determined the understanding of equality found in later 
gnostic and patristic writings. According to various gnostic and pa- 
tristic texts, becoming a disciple means for a woman becoming 
"male," "like man," and relinquishing her sexual powers of procre- 
ation, because the male principle stands for the heavenly, angelic, 
divine realm, whereas the female principle represents either human 
weakness or evil. While patristic and gnostic writers could express 
the equality of Christian women with men only as ‘‘manliness’ or as 
abandonment of her own sexual nature, Gal 3:28 does not extol male- 
ness but the oneness of the body of Christ, the church, where all 
social, cultural, religious, national, and biological gender divisions 
and differences are overcome and all structures of domination are 
rejected. Not the love patriarchalism of the post-Pauline school, but 
this egalitarian ethos of "oneness in Christ" preached by the pre- 
Pauline and Pauline Christian missionary movement provided the 
occasion for Paul's injunction concerning the behavior of women 
prophets in the Christian community. 


Pauline Modifications of Galatians 3:28 


Paul explicitly refers to Gal 3:28 in 1 Cor 12:132? and 1 Cor 7:17-24.% 
Nevertheless, it is difficult to ascertain with certainty Paul's position 
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with respect to women and slaves in the community. Although he 
quotes Gal 3:28 in 1 Cor 12:13 explicitly in connection with baptism 
and the reception of the Spirit, he does not mention the third pair— 
"male and female"—of the baptismal formula. Moreover, the mean- 
ing of his advice to slaves in 7:21 is much debated, and the argument 
in 11:2-16 with respect to the behavior of women prophets in the 
worship assembly is very convoluted and far from being intelligible 
even today. Finally, it is not clear what the Corinthians’ theology and 
practice was in the matters raised. If the suggestion is correct, that the 
third pair—‘’’male and female"—of the baptismal formula refers to 
marriage and declares it no longer constitutive for the community of 
Christians, then the extensive discussion of questions like: should 
married Christians continue or abstain from sexual intercourse? 
should unmarried people get married? what is to be done if one’s 
marriage partner is an unbeliever, either Jew or pagan? what about 
women who are virgins or widows? can be seen as direct practical 
elaborations of Gal 3:28c, even though the third pair of the formula is 
never explicitly mentioned. 

Moreover, we must recognize that the Corinthian community prob- 
ably consisted of a large number of active Christian women, who had 
a voice in the community's theology and practice. Although only very 
scanty information on women's leadership in early Christianity has 
survived, the communities of Corinth and vicinity had, as we have 
noted, at least three outstanding women leaders in their midst: 
Chloe, Prisca, and Phoebe. All three of these women leaders had 
good working relationships with Paul, although we do not know how 
much they influenced his theology or whether they agreed with him 
theologically. Paul at least expresses his respect and praise for them 
as his co-workers. 

We also know from Paul that women were prophets and charis- 
matics in the community, but we do not know the names of any 
women prophets or women leaders in Corinth. In any case, despite 
Paul's consistent use of the address "brothers," it seems safe to as- 
sume that among the Christians in Corinth there were women who 
were both well educated and prosperous, and poor and. slave. The 
attention paid to the relationship between women and men and their 
sexual intercourse, as well as to women's role in the worship assem- 
bly, indicates that women were very active in the community. More- 
over, as we have seen, like the Therapeutae and Therapeutrides the 
Corinthian Christians understood their faith in terms of Sophia theol- 
ogy. "The Spirit" was believed to be "the "Wisdom of God,' and the 
Spirit-Wisdom bestows the gift of wisdom upon those who cultivate 
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her gifts, and who live according to her calling."^ The Corinthians 
and Paul understand the significance of Jesus Christ in terms of wis- 
dom theology, as the pre-Pauline christological hymns indicate. Since 
in this theology Sophia was conceived as a semihypostatic divine 
female figure, women probably were especially attracted to become 
devotees. In the worship service of the community the divine Sophia- 
Spirit was present. All received her spiritual gifts and powers. 
Women as well as men were pneumatics and could, therefore, 
pray, and prophesy, publicly before the whole congregation under 
the influence of divine Sophia. They were the new creation in 
Christ and could call on the name of God in the power of the Spirit as 
"children of God." 

Paul shares this theology and Christian self-understanding. In no 
way does he reject it; rather he seeks to elaborate it in terms of the 
concrete situation in Corinth. In doing so he interprets and adapts the 
baptismal declaration of oneness and equality in Christ. Paul ad- 
dresses the problem of marriage, slavery, divorce, and celibacy in 1 
Corinthians 7,9? discusses "custom" and “propriety” with respect to 
the worship assembly in chapters 11 and 14, and develops in his 
discussion with the other Christian "parties" in Corinth his under- 
standing of the missionary as "a father" of those whom he has bap- 
tized (4:14-17). Finally, in 2 Corinthians (11:2-3) he introduces the 
image of Eve as the counterimage to that of the church as bride and 
Christ as the husband. All these qualifications of Gal 3:28, made in a 
concrete pastoral situation, were developed further in a patriarchal 
direction by the Pauline "school." 


Marriage and Celibacy (1 Corinthians 7) 

The introduction to 1 Corinthians 7 clearly states that Paul is re- 
sponding here to matters about which the Christians had written 
him. Although all the problems raised seem to refer in one way or 
another to marriage and the relationship between the sexes, Paul also 
mentions in 7:17—24 the question of circumcision/uncircumcision and 
slave/free. Since he also speaks in this section about the Christian 
calling by God, he clearly had the baptismal formula in mind when 
elaborating the general theological foundation for his advice in chap- 
ter 7. His reference to circumcision/uncircumcision in particular indi- 
cates that he has the three pairs Jew/gentile, slave/free, male/female in 
mind, since this reference to circumcision does not quite fit the tenor 
of the whole chapter, that is, it is not the social situation in which one 
finds oneself as a Christian that determines one's Christian standing, 
but rather living according to the will of God.*6 Exegetes misread 
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Paul's advice to Jewish or gentile Christians, when they argue that 
Paul here means to say that they should remain in the social state and 
religious role they had when they heard the call to conversion. Paul 
clearly does not advise the former Jew or the former gentile to remain 
in their Jewish or pagan state. Rather he insists that the religious/ 
biological sign of initiation to Jewish religion is no longer of any 
relevance to Christians. 

Similary, the advice to slaves cannot mean that slaves should re- 
main in the state in which they were called. The advice in 7:21 is 
difficult to understand, since it is not clear whether they should “use” 
freedom or slavery to their advantage, if they have the possibility of 
being set free." Although most exegetes and translators assume that 
slaves were to remain in the state of slavery when they became Chris- 
tians, in my opinion the context speaks against such an interpreta- 
tion. The injunction of v. 23—’’You were bought with a price, do not 
become slaves of people" — prohibits such an interpretation. The ad- 
vice Paul gives to Christian slaves, then, seems best understood as: 
“If you still must live in the bondage of slavery, with no possibility of 
being freed, even though you were called to freedom, do not worry 
about it. However, if you have the opportunity to be set free, by all 
means use this opportunity and live in accordance with your calling 
to freedom. Those of you who were slaves when called to become a 
Christian are now freedwomen and freedmen of the Lord, just as 
those of you who were freeborn have now a master in Jesus Christ." 
Paul argues here, then, that both slaves and freeborn are equal in the 
Christian community, because they have one Lord. Therefore, it is 
possible to be a Christian even as a slave, if no possibility of becoming 
free exists. Of course it is more in line with one's calling to freedom to 
live as a free person. Much would be gained by a change in social 
status, if such a change is possible. Regardless of one's social status, 
however, the decisive thing is to continue in the calling to freedom 
which one has heard and entered into in baptism.*® Thus it seems 
clear that Paul had the baptismal declaration of Gal 3:28 in mind when 
addressing the problem of the relationship between the sexes in chap- 
ter 7, even though the reference to the first two pairs of the formula is 
made only in passing.” 

Paul's theological advice with respect to the relationship between 
the sexes is basically similar to the advice given to slaves. It is quite 
possible to live a Christian life as a married person, if that was the 
state in which one lived when becoming a Christian. However, Paul 
explicitly bases his argument not on the social order, but on a word of 
the Lord that prohibits divorce. The eschatological ideal of Jesus' 
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declaration on marriage is here turned into an injunction of Jesus 
against divorce. However, despite this explicit instruction of the 
Lord, wives—who are mentioned first and with more elaboration in 
7:10f— still have the possibility of freeing themselves from the bond- 
age of patriarchal marriage, in order to live a marriage-free life. If they 
have done so, however, they must remain in this marriage-free state. 
They are allowed to return to their husbands, but they may not marry 
someone else. 

A somewhat different problem is raised with respect to mixed mar- 
riages between Christians and "unbelievers" who might be either 
gentiles or Jews. In the preceding chapter (6:12-20) Paul had raised 
the rhetorical question: "Do you not know that your bodies are mem- 
bers of Christ? Shall I therefore take the members of Christ and make 
them members of a prostitute?" Likewise, Christians who had re- 
mained married with unbelieving spouses could have asked: Can I as 
a "member of Christ" have sexual intercourse with someone who 
does not belong to the body of Christ? Do I then become conformed to 
her/his pagan existence and lose my standing in Christ? In addition, 
Jewish and early Christian missionary theology held that converts 
became a new creation in baptism. They were like newborn children 
and became members of the new family of God. According to Jewish 
theology and practice, initiation into Judaism dissolved previous kin- 
ship and marriage bonds.” Therefore, proselytes or Jews who had 
become Christians rightly might have raised the questions: Does 
Christian baptism also dissolve all former marriage bonds? If so, does 
my marriage still exist after I have become a Christian and my spouse 
has not done so? 

In response to this problem, Paul insists that because of the mis- 
sionary situation (God has called us to peace!), the decision to con- 
tinue or not to continue the marriage relationship is up to the unbe- 
lieving partner but not up to the Christian. If the unbelieving spouse 
wants to separate, then the Christian should respect this decision, 
because she/he has no guarantee that she/he will be able "to save" the 
unbelieving partner. If, however, the unbeliever wants to stay mar- 
ried, the Christian should also respect this decision. The Christian 
partner has reconstituted the marriage bond “by intercourse." There- 
fore the children of the marriage are holy and legitimate. David 
Daube has pointed out that “to sanctify” or “to consecrate” means, in 
Jewish language, to "take someone in marriage." However, ^in Juda- 
ism it is invariably the woman who is consecrated as spouse by the 
man. . . . His [Paul's] extension of consecration is totally untradi- 
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tional."?! Paul thus ascribes here to Christian wives the same conse- 
crating power bestowed traditionally on husbands. 

However, Paul’s insistence that the pagan partner had the final 
decision about the continuance of the marriage must have been more 
difficult for Christian women than for men. Moreover, the early 
church seems not to have adhered to it. The apocryphal Acts are full 
of stories about women who became converts to Christianity and left 
their husbands.? Moreover, more upper-class women than men 
seem to have converted to Christianity, since this is one of the con- 
stant points of attack by pagan writers against Christians. The apolo- 
gist Justin, writing one hundred years after Paul, still knows of the 
problem. He tells of a Roman matron converted to Christianity who, 
against the advice of her Christian counselors, divorced her husband 
because she could no longer share his licentious ways of living. Sub- 
sequently, she was accused in court by her husband as a Christian. 
When she asked the emperor to postpone her trial until she had 
ordered her estate and economic affairs, her husband also denounced 
her teacher Ptolemy as a Christian. This case indicates how difficult it 
must have been for Christian women to participate in the pagan 
lifestyle and social obligations of their households.? On the other 
hand, poor women who became Christians risked being divorced by 
their husbands and, as a result, losing their economic sustenance. 
Paul tells them not to prohibit such a decision by the unbelieving 
husband. By leaving the decision to the unbelieving spouse, for mis- 
sionary reasons, Paul sacrifices the right of the Christian to determine 
his or her marital status. This is even more astonishing since Paul on 
the whole prefers the marriage-free Christian life over the married 
state. 

Despite his preference for celibacy, however, Paul maintains that 
both marriage and freedom from marriage are callings and charisms 
from God. It is clear he would prefer that everyone live unmarried 
like himself, but he is careful to stress this advice as his own opinion. 
However, marriage is a necessity if one cannot live the asexual life 
demanded by freedom from the marriage bond. It is advantageous or 
"good" (not in a moral sense) "not to touch a woman” (formulated 
from his own male perspective), that is, not to have sexual inter- 
course, if one has the “‘charism” to do so. But those who are tempted 
should have intercourse with their own wives or husbands. Both 
partners have the mutual obligation and the mutual right to such 
intercourse, except for some celibate periods set aside for worship. As 
in other oriental cults, Paul advises temporary ritual chastity. Yet it is 
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noteworthy that Paul does not relate the right to sexual intercourse to 
the purpose of procreation alone. Only later will abstinence for the 
sake of birth control play a role in Christian apologetic writings. 

Exegetes have pointed out how Paul carefully repeats every injunc- 
tion in 7:1-5 in order to make sure that husband and wife have equal 
conjugal obligations and equal sexual rights.?* Thus we can see that 
Paul has taken great care to give a double command covering each 
case of active sexual interaction between husband and wife. How- 
ever, it would be reaching too far to conclude from this that women 
and men shared an equality of role and a mutuality of relationship? 
or equality of responsibility, freedom, and accountability in mar- 
riage.” Paul stresses this interdependence only for sexual conjugal 
relationships and not for all marriage relationships. Moreover, even 
though Paul feels compelled to acknowledge marriage, his own per- 
sonal ideal was the asexual life and the marriage-free state.” 

This comes to the fore throughout the whole chapter, especially in 
his advice to the “unmarried,” that is, those who are widowed or 
divorced as well as those who are engaged to be married (this is proba- 
bly the best explanation for the thorny problem of 7:32-35). If sexual 
desire requires it, they should get married. However, if at all possible, 
it is better not to marry and to remain in the marriage-free state. If the 
unmarried and widows cannot exercise self-control they should get 
married in the Lord; but in Paul’s opinion they would be happier if 
they were to remain in the state they are. For this opinion he appeals 
to his own prophetic-charismatic inspiration. 

It is not only remarkable that Paul insists on equality and mutuality 
in sexual relationships between husbands and wives, but even more 
that he advises Christians, especially women, to remain free from the 
marriage bond. This is often overlooked because Paul’s option for 
celibacy has become "'the higher calling" in Christian tradition. How- 
ever, in the first century, permanent abstinence from sexual relations 
and remaining unmarried were quite exceptional. The discoveries of 
Qumran and Philo’s description of the community of the Therapeutae 
give evidence of such an ascetic lifestyle within Judaism, but it was 
lived in isolation from the mainstream urban culture. Temporary 
chastity was known in most oriental cults; castration was practiced in 
the worship of the Great Mother, and in Rome the Vestal Virgins 
remained chaste for the thirty years of their service; but virginity was 
a privilege and not a right according to Roman law. 


The lives of the Vestals were severely regulated but in some 
respects they were the most emancipated women in Rome. As 
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noted in our discussions of unmarried goddesses, the most liber- 
ated females are those who are not bound to males in a perma- 
nent relationship. . . . Further evidence of the freedom from the 
restrictions of ordinary women is to be found in the privileges 
enjoyed by the Vestals. . . . These privileges had such implica- 
tions of status that the “rights of Vestals" were often conferred 
upon female members of the imperial family, who were fre- 
quently portrayed as Vestals on coins.?? 


The privileges of virginity were not open to "ordinary women” in the 
Roman empire. In order to strengthen the traditional Roman family, 
Augustus had introduced severe marriage legislation and openly 
used religion to promote his marriage ideals.” In order to increase the 
birthrate, he granted freeborn women with three children and 
freedwomen who had given birth to four children emancipation from 
patriarchal tutelage. However, since he gave this privilege to his wife, 
the Vestal Virgins, and soldiers who could not marry during their 
time of service, other women who had not fulfilled the prescribed 
number of births also acquired this privilege. The rate of birth and the 
number of children were of great political concern, however, to the 
patriarchal establishment of the empire. The emperor levied sanc- 
tions and taxes upon those who were still bachelors. Moreover, wid- 
owers and divorcees of both sexes were expected to remarry after a 
period of one month. Widows at first were expected to remarry after a 
one year period, but, following protests, this period was extended to 
three years. Only those who were over fifty years of age were allowed 
to remain unmarried. Although these laws were probably not strictly 
kept throughout the empire, they evidence the general cultural 
ethos and the legal situation with respect to a marriage-free state. At 
the end of the first century, the Emperor Domitian reinforced the 
Augustan marriage legislation particularly in order to strengthen the 
leading families of the empire. 

It is therefore important to note that Paul's advice to remain free 
from the marriage bond was a frontal assault on the intentions of 
existing law and the general cultural ethos, especially since it was 
given to people who lived in the urban centers of the Roman empire. 
It stood over and against the dominant cultural values of Greco-Ro- 
man society. Moreover, his advice to women to remain nonmarried 
was a severe infringement of the right of the paterfamilias since, ac- 
cording to Roman law, a woman remained under the tutorship of her 
father and family, even after she married. Paul's advice to widows 
who were not necessarily ^"old"— since girls usually married between 
twelve and fifteen years of age—thus offered a possibility for “ordi- 
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nary” women to become independent. At the same time, it produced 
conflicts for the Christian community in its interaction with society. 

Paul's theological argument, however, that those who marry are 
"divided" and not equally dedicated to the affairs of the Lord as the 
nonmarried, implicitly limited married women to the confines of the 
patriarchal family. It disqualified married people theologically as less 
engaged missionaries and less dedicated Christians. It posited a rift 
between the married woman, concerned about her husband and fam- 
ily, and the unmarried virgin who was pure and sacred and therefore 
would receive the pneumatic privileges of virginity. One can only 
wonder how Paul could have made such a theological point when he 
had Prisca as his friend and knew other missionary couples who were 
living examples that his theology was wrong. 


Women in the Worship of the Community (1 Corinthians 11—14) 

In his section of 1 Corinthians on the pneumatic worship of the 
community (chaps. 11-14) Paul probably refers to women twice, if 
14:34-36 is not a later interpolation. 

The injunctions concerning women's behavior, however, are not 
peripheral to Paul's argument but of great concern to him, as their 
place in the structure of the letter indicates. The whole of chapters 
11-14 speaks of the pneumatic worship service of the community and 
is composed in the form of a thematic inclusion, insofar as the section 
begins and ends with the problem of women's correct behavior in the 
worship assembly.” The immediate context of Paul's injunctions con- 
cerning women's behavior in the worship service of the community 
gives evidence that women as well as men share in the pneumatic 
gifts of Sophia Spirit, and pray and prophesy publicly under the 
influence of the divine Spirit. Paul explicitly affirms that in doing so 
the Corinthians have followed his teachings and example (11:2), and 
he does not disqualify this "spiritual" self-understanding and prac- 
tice of the Corinthian pneumatics. The contrast between 1 Cor 11:2 
and 11:17 emphasizes that Paul is not referring here to any particular 
abuse but is introducing regulations and customs which were ob- 
served in other Christian communities (11:16; 14:33). 

The concluding verses 14:37—40 indicate how serious the issues are 
for Paul and how much he expects resistance to his viewpoint. Paul 
appeals to the prophets and pneumatics to accept his arguments as a 
revelatory word of the Lord himself (v. 37).°! He assures the Corinthi- 
ans that he does not want to hinder prophetic and ecstatic speaking 
but is concerned that everything "should happen decently and in the 
right order” (v. 40). Thus it seems to be Paul, and not the Corinthi- 
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ans, who is attempting to qualify or to change the pneumatic behav- 
ior of the community. His major line of argument involves decency 
and right order, values which are not specifically Christian. At the 
same time, Paul is in a difficult position since he had originally spo- 
ken to them about the new life in the Spirit and the Christian freedom 
evolving from it.9 In order to understand Paul's situation we must 
analyze the injunctions of 1 Cor 11:2-16 and 14:33-36 more fully. 

1 Cor 11:2-16: We no longer are able to decide with certainty which 
behavior Paul criticizes and which custom he means to introduce in 1 
Cor 11:2-16.™ Traditionally, exegetes have conjectured that Paul was 
insisting that the pneumatic women leaders wear the veil according 
to Jewish custom.9 Yet v. 15 maintains that women have their hair 
instead of a head-covering, and thus militates against such an inter- 
pretation. It is therefore more likely that Paul is speaking here about 
the manner in which women and men should wear their hair praying 
and prophesying.56 It seems that during their ecstatic-pneumatic wor- 
ship celebrations some of the Corinthian women prophets and litur- 
gists unbound their hair, letting it flow freely rather than keeping it in 
its fashionable coiffure, which often was quite elaborate and en- 
hanced with jewelry, ribbons, and veils.” Such a sight of disheveled 
hair would be quite common in the ecstatic worship of oriental divini- 
ties. In 14:23 Paul points out that the Corinthians' pneumatic worship 
impresses the outsider as ritual madness. Such ecstatic frenzy in ori- 
ental cults was a highly desirable spiritual phenomenon and a mark of 
true prophecy. Disheveled hair and head thrown back were typical 
for the maenads in the cult of Dionysos, in that of Cybele, the Pythia 
at Delphia, the Sibyl, and unbound hair was necessary for a women 
to produce an effective magical incantation.® In resistance to the 
decree of her husband, the king, Vergil's Amata calls upon the other 
women to discard their hair-ribbons and nets. 

Flowing and unbound hair was also found in the Isis cult, which 
had a major center in Corinth. For instance, a woman friend of the 
poet Tibullus is said to have had to let her hair down twice daily in the 
worship of Isis to "say lauds.”® Archeological evidence also shows 
that female devotees of Isis usually wore long hair "with a band 
around the forehead and curls falling on the shoulder," while the 
male initiates had their hair shaven.”” Hence Paul's sarcastic state- 
ment in vv. 5f that women who loosen their hair might as well have it 
cut short or shaven. It is as disgraceful for a women to loosen her hair 
as it is to shave it. 

The Corinthian pneumatics presumably took over such a fashion 
because they understood their equality in the community and their 
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devotion to Sophia-Spirit by analogy to the worship of Isis, since Isis 
was also said to have made the power of women equal to men”; and 
her associations—like the Christian communities—admitted women 
and slaves to equal membership and active participation.” For the 
Christian women at Corinth, such loose and unbound hair was a sign 
of their ecstatic endowment with Spirit-Sophia and a mark of true 
prophetic behavior. Paul, on the other hand, is bent on curbing the 
pneumatic frenzy of the Corinthians' worship. For Paul, building up 
of the community and intelligible missionary proclamation, not orgi- 
astic behavior, are the true signs of the Spirit. In this context it is 
understandable why Paul insists that women should keep their hair 
bound up. 

In addition, loose hair probably had even a more sinister meaning 
in a Jewish Christian context. According to Jewish sources loose hair 
continued to be a sign of uncleanness, even to Paul's day.? Num 5:18 
(LXX) prescribes that the woman accused of adultery be marked pub- 
licly by loosening her hair. Similarly, in Lev 13:45 (LXX), one of the 
signs for the uncleanness of a leper is loose hair. Jewish women very 
artfully braided their hair and pinned it up so that it formed a kind of 
tiara on their head (cf. Jdt 10:3; 16:8), an effect heightened by adorn- 
ing it with gold, jewelry, ribbons, or gauze.” In view of this hairstyle, 
the exegetically difficult statement in v. 10 becomes more understand- 
able. As Paul argues, since the angels are present in the pneumatic 
worship service of a community that speaks the “tongues of an- 
gels, "^ women should not worship as cultically unclean persons by 
letting their hair down but should pin it up as a sign both of their 
spiritual power and of control over their heads. The Greek word 
exousia in v. 11 can only be read in the active sense as power over their 
head,” whereby "head" has a double meaning: the actual head as 
well as man—who is the "head" of women according to 11:3ff.”7 
Women have such power through the angels, who according to Jew- 
ish and Christian apocalyptic theology mediate the “words of proph- 
ecy.”78 

In a very convoluted argument, which can no longer be unraveled 
completely, Paul adduces several points for “this custom” or hair 
fashion. The key to these points, in my opinion, however, is the 
opening statement praising the Corinthian pneumatics for having 
kept the traditions Paul has transmitted to them. These traditions are 
those of liberation, freedom, equality, and Spirit-empowerment in 
Christ or in the Lord. Paul's arguments in 1 Cor 11:2-16 seek to 
introduce the community to a deeper understanding. Since Paul 
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praises the Corinthians for having kept the traditions, we do not 
know whether or not they were already practicing a new orgiastic 
liturgical style of loose and uncovered hair, or whether Paul was 
warning them not to introduce such a custom. His "theological" ar- 
guments are: first, there is a descending hierarchy, God-Christ-Man- 
Woman, in which each preceding member, as "head" or "source," 
stands above the other "in the sense that he establishes the other's 
being." Therefore, Paul can declare that man is created to be the 
image and manifestation of God, while woman is the glory of man, 
and hair is the glory of woman. It is important to note, that woman is 
not said to be the image of man. Thus the statement does not deny 
woman the "image of God” status, but explains why man is the glory 
of God. The argument focuses on “glory” and climaxes with “hair as 
the glory of woman” (v. 15). In order to make his point Paul resorts to 
the Stoic argument "from nature"? which was widely used to insist 
on the difference between men and women. Paul concludes that mix- 
ture of scriptural and philosophic-midrashic argument with an au- 
thoritarian appeal, probably because he himself senses that his rea- 
soning is not very convincing. He insists that he and the churches 
have no such practice of loose and uncovered hair. This is the point 
he wants to make. 

Second, perhaps sensing that his midrashic proof could be misun- 
derstood, Paul insists that he does not want to deny the equality of 
women and men "in the Lord." 1 Cor 11:11 is usually translated, "In 
the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man of woman." The 
Greek term choris is thus interpreted in the sense of v. 12, which states 
that even in creation women and men are interdependent, because 
woman was (in the beginning) made from man, but now man is born 
of woman and in any case "all things are from God." Clearly, v. 12 
states that Paul's midrashic scriptural argument does not want to 
deny the creational interdependence and mutuality of men and 
women. If choris is translated as “without” or "independent," then v. 
11 would maintain the same for their relationship in the Lord. 

However, Josef Kürzinger has reviewed the evidence for such a 
translation and found that it has little basis. Usually the term means 
not “without,” but "different from,” "unlike," "otherwise," "hetero- 
geneous,” or “of another kind.’’*° The best translation of v. 11, then, 
would be, "In the Lord woman is not different from man nor man 
from woman." In other words, as Christians women and men are 
equal. Bound-up hair must be understood as a liturgical symbol of 
woman's prophetic power, because in the Christian community 
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women and men are not different from each other. Differences which 
might exist on the basis of nature and creation are no longer present 
in the worship assembly of the Christians. 

To sum up, Paul does not argue in 11:2-16 for the “creational” or 
"symbolic" difference between women and men despite their equality 
in Christ, but for the custom of bound-up hair, as the symbol of 
women's prophetic-charismatic power. Like his other arguments in 1 
Cor 11:2-14:40 his instruction aims at playing down the impression of 
madness and frenzy so typical of orgiastic cultic worship. Decency 
and right order in the community require women prophets and char- 
ismatics actively engaged in the worship of the community to look 
"proper." Paul therefore makes a more or less convincing theological 
argument for the “proper” hairstyle as the cultic symbol for women's 
spiritual power and equality in the Lord. The goal of his argument, 
then, is not the reenforcement of gender differences but the order and 
missionary character of the worship community. 

1 Cor 14:33b—36: It is debated whether these verses are an authentic 
Pauline injunction or whether they were added by a later editor of the 
Pauline school.?! Since these verses cannot be excluded on textual- 
critical grounds but are usually declared inauthentic on theological 


-grounds, it is exegetically more sound to accept them as original 


Pauline statements and then explain them within their present con- 
text. As in chapter 11 so in chapters 12-14 Paul seeks to persuade the 
Corinthians that decency and order should be more highly esteemed 
than the spiritual status and exercise of individual pneumatic inspira- 
tion. While the Corinthians seem to have valued glossolalia above all, 
Paul favors the gift of prophecy and interprets it in terms of reason, 
order, and mission (14:4, 5, 19).? The Corinthian pneumatics should 
not be concerned with the exhibition of their spiritual gifts but with 
the building up of the community and with the impression they make 
on interested outsiders (14:16, 17, 23ff). 

14:26-36 is best understood as a church order with rules for glosso- 
lalists (vv. 27ff), prophets (vv. 29-33), and wives (vv. 34—36).9? These 
three rules are formulated in a structurally similar fashion. General 
sentences of regulation (vv. 27, 29, 34) are complemented by senten- 
ces that concretize them (vv. 28, 30, 35). The second and third rules 
are expanded with reasons for the regulation (vv. 31-32, 34a, 35b). 
However, the rule for wives is different insofar as it ends with a 
double rhetorical question (v. 36), thus appearing to underline the 
importance of the last regulation. 

1 Cor 14:33-36 is often understood to speak about women in gen- 
eral and therefore to contradict 11:2-16 which presupposes that 
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women are pneumatics, and as such pray and prophesy within the 
worship of the community. However, the difficulty is resolved if we 
recognize that the injunction does not pertain to all women but solely 
to wives of Christians, since chapter 7 makes it clear that not all 
women in the community were married or had Christian spouses. 


A 


x" 


They therefore could not ask their husbands at home. 1 Cor 7:32-35 VY 


confirms the interpretation that the prohibition in 14:33-36 applies 
only to wives. Although in 1 Corinthians 7 Paul acknowledges the 
equality and reciprocity of husband and wife, his ascetic preference 
for the unmarried state is plain.?* In 7:32-35 he interprets the apoca- 
lyptic "as if not" tradition of 7:29—31 in a christological missionary 
perspective. The married person, Paul argues, is divided and con- 
cerned with the issues of marriage and family, while the unmarried 
person is completely dedicated to the affairs of the Lord. It is appar- 
ent that Paul is here "taking over bourgeois moral concepts which 
denote not absolute but conventional values." 5^ Paul's argument is 
surprising, as noted earlier, since we know of leading missionary 
couples who spent their lives in the service of the Lord. 

The single-minded dedication of the unmarried woman and virgin, 
but not the unmarried man, however, is further qualified with the 
subordinate clause "that she may be holy in body and spirit" (7:34). 
Paul here ascribes a special holiness to the unmarried woman and 
virgin, apparently because she is not touched by a man (cf. 7:1). We 
therefore can surmise that Paul is able to accept the pneumatic partici- 
pation of such "holy" women in the worship service of the commu- 
nity, but argues in 14:34f against such an active participation of wives. 
As in 1 Cor 7:35 so also here Paul concludes his injunction by invok- 
ing propriety (14:35b). 

Paul probably derives his theological argument from Jewish- 
Hellenistic missionary tradition, which, as Josephus documents, had 
adopted the Greco-Roman exhortations for the subordination of 
wives as part of the "law."*" The traditional Roman sentiment against 
matrons speaking in public and gathering for public demonstration is 
expressed in the speech of the consul Cato against the Roman women 
who sought abolition of the Oppian law. Although this incident hap- 
pened at the end of the third century B.C.E., the speech was composed 
by Livy in the first century. 


If each man of us fellow citizens, had established that the right 
and authority of the husband should be held over the mother of 
his own family, we should have less difficulty with women in 
general; now at home our freedom is conquered by female fury, 


- 
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here in the Forum it is bruised and trampled upon. . . . What 
kind of behavior is this? Running around in public, blocking 
streets, and speaking to other women's husbands! Could you not 
have asked your husband the same thing at home? . . . Give the 
reigns to their unbridled nature and this unmastered creature, 
and hope that they will put limits on their own freedom? Unless 
you do something yourselves, this is the least among the things 
imposed upon them either by custom or by law which they en- 
dure with hurt feelings. They want freedom, nay licence (if we 
are to speak the truth) in all things. . . . As soon as they begin to 
be your equals, they will have become your superiors.*? 


The community rule of 1 Cor 14:34—36 presupposes that, within the 
Christian worship assembly, wives had dared to question other wom- 
en's husbands or point out some mistakes of their own during the 
congregational interpreting of the Scriptures and of prophecy. Such 
behavior was against all traditional custom and law. However, the 
text does not say that wives should subordinate themselves either to 
the community leadership or to their husbands. It asks simply that 
they keep quiet and remain subdued in the assembly of the commu- 
nity. 

Paul's major concern, however, is not the behavior of women but 
the protection of the Christian community. He wanted to prevent the 


. Christian community from being mistaken for one of the orgiastic, 


secret, oriental cults that undermined public order and decency. For, 
as we have seen, already in the second or third century B.C.E., a neo- 
Pythagorean treatise from Italy, in discussing the behavior of women, 
had stated: "Public law prevents women from participating in these 
rites [secret cults and Cybeline orgies], particularly those rites which 
encourage drunkenness and ecstasy.'*? 

The concluding rhetorical questions in v. 36 indicate the counter- 
argument which Paul expects. It is often suggested that these ques- 
tions refer to the whole community because the wives could not have 
argued that the word of God originated with them or that they were 
the only ones whom it has reached. However, when we consider that 
such leading early Christian missionaries as Prisca, Junia, and per- 
haps Apphia were married, and that in general the other leading 
women mentioned in the Pauline letters are not characterized as vir- 
gins, widows, or unmarried, such a counter-argument becomes plau- 
sible. Since we have seen that wives were called to missionary 
preaching and were founders of house churches, Paul’s claim that 
these women should be silent and ask their husbands at home 
sounds preposterous. Paul realizes that this regulation goes against 
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the accepted practice of the missionary churches in the Hellenistic 
urban centers. He therefore claims for this and the preceeding regula- 
tions the authority of the Lord (v. 37). In the final analysis, however, 
it is not theology but concern for decency and order which deter- 
mines Paul’s regulation concerning the behavior of pneumatic 
women and men in the worship service of the community (v. 40). 

In Conclusion: In the preceding analysis I have attempted to argue 
that the Pauline injunctions for women in 1 Corinthians should be 
understood in the context of Paul’s argument against orgiastic behav- 
ior in the worship of the community. On the one hand, 11:2-16 does 
not deny women's prophecy and prayer in the worship assembly but 
insists that in the Christian community women and men are equal. 
They are not to exhibit in their behavior the symbols of behavior of ' 
orgiastic worship. The community rule of 14:33-36, on the other 
hand, has a specific situation in mind, namely, the speaking and : 
questioning of wives in the public worship assembly. Here, as in 7:34 
and 9:5, Paul appears to limit the active participation of wives in the " 
"affairs of the Lord." His concluding rhetorical questions indicate 
that he does not expect his regulation to be accepted without protest 
by the Corinthian community which knows of wives as leading Chris- 
tian apostles and missionaries. Yet Paul is more concerned that order 
and propriety be preserved so that an outsider cannot accuse the 
Christians of religious madness. In both passages, then, Paul places a 
limit and qualification on the pneumatic participation of women in 
the worship service of the community. We do not know whether the 
Corinthian women and men accepted his limitations and qualifica- 
tions. However, the love patriarchalism of the deutero-Pauline 
household codes and the injunctions of the Pastorals are further de- 
velopments of Paul's argument, developments that will lead in the 
future to the gradual exclusion of all women from ecclesial office and 
to the gradual patriarchalization of the whole church. 


Patriarchal Images and Metaphors 

While the two previously discussed modifications of Gal 3:28 by 
Paul are much debated in scholarship on Paul and women, little 
attention has been paid to the patriarchal imagery and language intro- 
duced by Paul. Of particular significance here are his missionary self- 
understanding of the "father of the community" and the bride image 
for the Christian community. 

Paul not only uses the metaphor of "father" but also that of 
"mother" and "nurse" to describe his relationship to the communi- 
ties he founded and to the individuals he converted to the gospel. By 
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the transmission of the gospel he has begotten them, given them new 
life, nourished them like babes, and formed them as children of 

God.? The slave Onesimus has become his child and Paul, in turn, is 
his father (Phlm 10). Timothy has served with Paul in the gospel as a 
son with his father (Phil 2:22). He is Paul's "beloved and faithful child 
in the Lord" (1 Cor 4:17). Paul exhorts the Corinthians to imitate him, 
because he became their "father in Christ Jesus through the gospel" 
(4:15). They have many guides, but not many fathers. Paul threatens 
to come to Corinth and find the arrogant ones, asking: “What do you 
wish? Shall I come to you with a rod, or with love in a spirit of 
gentleness?" (4:21) 

Although Paul stresses his parental affection toward his “chil- 
dren," whom he has converted, he nevertheless opens the door for 
the reintroduction of patriarchal authority within the Christian com- 
munity. By this "spiritual" fatherhood?! he allows for an understand- 
ing of the Christian community as the "new family of God" that has 
"fathers" here on earth, not just one and only one "father" in 
heaven. Although Paul can still "mix" the metaphors of father, 
mother, and wet nurse, he nevertheless understands himself and his 
authority in terms of "fatherhood," since he himself was a man. By 
claiming “to have given” life to his children he plays down the natu- 
ral birthing power of mothers, and associates "fatherhood" with bap- 
tism and rebirth. Thus Paul makes it possible for later generations to 
transfer the hierarchy of the patriarchal family to the new family of 
God. This is true, even though he himself certainly does not under- 
stand his authority” and ministry as patriarchal, but as the nurturing, 
life-enhancing service of a nurse or a mother. 

In his debate with the superapostles Paul introduces himself in 2 
Cor 11:2-3? as a parent who has betrothed his daughter, the church 
of Corinth, as a pure virgin to Christ. While the figure of Christ as the 
bridegroom is known from the synoptic traditions, it is here that we 
encounter for the first time the bride metaphor for the church. With 
this image Paul hearkens back to the Old Testament prophets who 
repeatedly saw Israel as the spouse of Yahweh. Hos 2:19-20 presents 
this relationship as an engagement, but no matchmaker is men- 
tioned.” In Revelation the image of the bride does not refer to the 
historical Christian community but to the eschatological community 
of the new Jerusalem. In 2 Cor 11:2, the whole community, both 
women and men, are likened to the virgin bride, who expects Christ 
as the eschatological bridegroom.” 

The counter-image to the virgin-bride/bridegroom-Christ image is 
that of Eve and the serpent. Paul fears that the community might be 
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more like Eve—who was deceived by the cunning of the serpent—if 
it follows the “superlative apostles” (11:5) who led the Corinthians’ 
thoughts away from their pure and sincere devotion to Christ. Paul is 
“jealous” that these false teachers might be able to seduce them from 
their commitment to Christ just as Eve was seduced. Whenever Paul 
mentions the power of sin elsewhere he mentions Adam, the repre- 
sentative of the "old humanity," whose counter-image is Jesus 
Christ, the representative of the “new humanity.” He refers to Eve 
in order to stress the gullibility of the Corinthian community, pic- 
tured here as a virgin-bride. 

The difference between Paul’s use of the Eve image and that of later 
theology becomes apparent when we compare 2 Cor 11:3 with 1 Tm 
2:13ff, the only other passage in the New Testament to mention Eve. 
In 1 Tm 2:13ff Adam and Eve are juxtaposed, but it is stressed that 
Adam was created first, while Eve was created after him.” Adam was 
not deceived, but Eve was deceived and became a transgressor. This 
passage thus explicitly restricts the image of Adam to men and Eve to 
women in order to stress the priority and fidelity of men over and 
against women. Paul, by contrast, refers the image of Eve to both 
women and men, that is, to the whole community. His interest is not 
in associating women with Eve and ascribing secondary status to 
them in the community. Nevertheless, by employing the metaphor of 
the virgin-bride-church who, like Eve, is in danger of being seduced 
by the superapostles, he opens the door for those later speculations 
that transfer the marriage relationship—between Israel and Yahweh, 
between the church and Christ, and between Eve and the serpent— 
to women. 


Conclusion 


Paul's interpretation and adaptation of the baptismal declaration 
Gal 3:28 in his letters to the community of Corinth unequivocally 
affirm the equality and charismatic giftedness of women and men in 
the Christian community. Women as well as men are prophets and 
leaders of worship in the community. Women as well as men have 
the call to a marriage-free life. Women as well as men have mutual 
rights and obligations within the sexual relationships of marriage. 

However, in introducing a distinction, between those who are mar- 
ried and those who are not, with respect to missionary work, Paul 
relegates the former to the cares of this world and ascribes to the latter 
a special pure and holy state. Therefore, he restricts more severely the 
active participation of Christian wives in the worship of the commu- 
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nity. His use of the virgin-bride metaphor for the church, as well as 
his figurative characterization of his apostleship as fatherhood, opens 
the door for a reintroduction of patriarchal values and sexual duali- 
ties. 

Although he introduces an element of severe tension between the 
Christian community and the wider society with his emphasis on the 
marriage-free state of Christians, in his injunctions concerning the 
worship assembly of the Corinthians he is concerned to reduce this 
tension as much as possible.’ Since he wants to prevent “outsiders” 
from mistaking the Christian assembly as the celebrations of an orgi- 
astic cult, he insists on the "proper" hairstyle for women active in the 
worship assembly. He then justifies this custom theologically by in- 
terpreting it as a symbol of their spiritual power in Christ. Moreover, 
he silences wives' public speaking, according to traditional Roman 
sentiment, as being against "law and custom." Similarly, in the case 
of mixed marriages, he restricts the freedom of Christian partners to 
separate from their unbelieving spouses by making the separation 
dependent on the decision of the nonbeliever. Paul's interests in do- 
ing so, however, are missionary and not directed against the spiritual 
freedom and charismatic involvement of women in the community. 

Thus Paul's impact on women's leadership in the Christian mis- 
sionary movement is double-edged.? On the one hand he affirms 
Christian equality and freedom. He opens up a new independent 
lifestyle for women by encouraging them to remain free of the bond- 
age of marriage. On the other hand, he subordinates women's behav- 
ior in marriage and in the worship assembly to the interests of Chris- 
tian mission, and restricts their rights not only as "pneumatics" but 
also as "women," for we do not find such explicit restrictions on the 
behavior of men qua men in the worship asembly. The post-Pauline 
and pseudo-Pauline tradition will draw out these restrictions in order 
to change the equality in Christ between women and men, slaves and 
free, into a relationship of subordination in the household which, on 
the one hand, eliminates women from the leadership of worship and 
community and, on the other, restricts their ministry to women. 
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IE the last decades of the first century Christian texts emerge that 
seek to order relationships in terms of the Greco-Roman house- 
hold. (The authors of Colossians, Ephesians, and the Pastorals claim 
the authority of Paul.! Although 1 Peter is written in the name of 
Peter, the letter contains many traces of Pauline traditions.?) The 
writers of the post-Pauline literature advocated the adoption of the 
Greco-Roman patriarchal order of the house with its injunctions to sub- 
ordination and submission of the socially weaker party.? At first 
they might have done so with a view to lessening the political ten- 
sions between the Christian group and the pagan patriarchal house- 
hold. However, at the same time, Christian writers apply this pat- 
tern of patriarchal submission also to their own communal self- 
understanding and life in the church as the household of God. 
Interestingly, most of the early Christian writings that promulgate 
such as model of the patriarchal household are written to churches in 
Asia Minor. 

The situation of the churches in Asia Minor* seems to have been 
still very fluid and diversified. Neither a stabilized form of monepis- 
copal office nor a unified structure of organization yet existed. The 
prevalent organizational form was probably the house church, al- 
though itinerant charismatics and "schoollike" gatherings also con- 
tinued the Pauline mission.? Theologically several strands of early 
Christian tradition seem to have coalesced in the communities of Asia 
Minor. Prophetic authority, apocalyptic expectation, pressure of 
adapting to the dominant society, ascetic withdrawal from marriage 
and family, Judaizing tendencies, avowal of docetism, strife and rival- 
ries among different leaders and groups, persecution by Rome, and 
harassment by neighbors—all these elements provided the exciting 
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mix of life for women in the Asian churches at the end of the first 
century. 

John, the author of Revelation, and Ignatius of Antioch wrote let- 
ters to the most important churches of the region. Luke-Acts and the 
Fourth Gospel in its final form might have been written for such 
communities. The Acts of Paul and Thecla were written by one of the 
Asian elders. The correspondence between Pliny and Trajan, the 
fourth book of the Sibylline Oracles, the book of Revelation, and 1 
Peter testify to the precarious political situation of these communities, 
partially engendered by their resistance to the imperial cult and poli- 
cies. Important Asiatic Christians still known to us in the second 
century are: “Jezebel,” the head of a prophetic school in Thyatira, 
Polycarp of Smyrna, Papias of Hierapolis, Alce of 5myrna, Polycrates 
of Ephesus, Marcion and Markus together with their women fol- 
lowers, as well as the Montanist prophets Maximilla, Priscilla, and 
Montanus. 

The excellent roads of Western Asia Minor allowed for extensive 
travel and diversified communication. The churches of Asia Minor 
might have been small, but they were not isolated. They had strong 
links with other Christian centers, especially with Antioch and Rome. 
Merchants, such as Lydia of Thyatira, trade people like Prisca and 
Aquila, prisoners like Ignatius of Antioch kept a lively exchange go- 
ing between various missionary areas of the Christian movement. 
Itinerant prophets, traveling missionaries, and ecclesial emissaries 
brought new ideas and theological perspectives or customs to the 
Christians in Asia. While in retrospect scholars might be able to sort 
out different Christian traditions and to distinguish between Pauline, 
Johannine, or Lukan strands of theology, ordinary members of the 
Asian churches were probably not able to do so. Thus a coalescing 
and amalgamation of various traditions and influences must be taken 
into account when discussing the situation of the Christian mission- 
ary movement in Asia Minor around the turn of the first century. The 
variety of literary theological expressions available from this area, 
however, must have been rooted in a very diffused actual historical 
situation. However, if the major organizational form of the Christian 
community was the house church, then such a plurality of theological 
perspectives and self-understandings is easily understandable. 

Women belonged to the leadership of such house churches in Asia 
Minor. We have seen that Paul greets Apphia as a leading member of 
Philemon's house church.? He does not call her Philemon's sister and 
thereby imply that she is Philemon's wife as many contemporary 
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exegetes do. Like Philemon and Archippus, she is also described as a 
co-missionary of Paul. The author of Colossians sends special greet- 
ings to Nympha and the church in her house, while the writer of 2 
Timothy recalls the missionary endeavors of Prisca and Aquila at 
Ephesus by sending special greetings to them (4:19). He also sends 
greetings from a woman by the name of Claudia, about whom we 
know nothing more than her name. Like Eubullus, Linus, and Pu- 
dens she must have been well known to the recipients of the letter 
(4:21). The same letter stresses that Timothy derives his own faith 
from that of his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice. Since Tim- 
othy's father is not mentioned we can assume that only the female 
line of the family was Christian. Women are here understood as the 
faithful transmitters and guarantors of Christian faith (1:5). This enu- 
meration of women as the transmitters of faith—Lois, Eunice, Timo- 
thy— parallels Paul's own lineage of faithful service—‘’my fathers" 
(1:3), Paul himself, and Timothy, who is called Paul's "beloved child" 
(1:2) 

At the beginning of the second century, Ignatius of Antioch greets 
women only in two letters. However, in these letters the women are 
given prominence almost to the near exclusion of men. Moreover, the 
salutations of Ignatius's other letters mention only Polycarp and the 
church in Smyrna (Ephesians, Trallians, Magnesians), some persons 
who are with him in Troas (Philadelphians), and Crocus, a representa- 
tive of the Ephesian community who might have carried the Letter to 
the Romans. The personal greetings in the letters to Smyrna and Poly- 
carp are explained when we consider that Ignatius only stayed long 
enough in Smyrna and Philadelphia to become acquainted with the 
actual situation and leading persons of the community. While his 
relationship to the Christians in Philadelphia was somewhat strained, 
he had prolonged and positive contacts with those in Smyrna.? 

In the Letter to the Smyrnaeans (13:1) he sends greeting not only to 
the households of "brothers with their wives and children" but also 
to the "virgins called widows" who seem to be viewed as a distinct 
social group. He greets by name two men, "the inimitable Daphnus 
and Eutecnus," and two women. They are Tavia and her household, 
whom he wants to be "grounded in faith and love both in the flesh 
and in the Spirit," and Alce, “who means a great deal" to Ignatius. In 
the Letter to Polycarp he again greets Alce (8:3) and the wife (or widow 
or divorcee) of Epitropus with her children and her whole house. 
Epitropus however might not be a proper name but a title meaning 
"procurator." Since it is not the paterfamilias but a woman who is 
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mentioned, she is either the widow or wife of Epitropus (or of the 
procurator) who himself is not a Christian. We are no longer able to 
decide the matter. 

Alce is also mentioned in the Martyrdom of Polycarp (17:2), written 
about fifty years later. Her brother, Nicetas, is a pagan and an oppo- 
nent of the Christians. To identify him as "brother of Alce" makes 
sense only if Alce is well known to the Christians in Smyrna and 
Philomelium to which the report is addressed. Both of these passages 
from Ignatius, in short, throw light upon the fact that Alce was a 
Christian of particular influence and energy in 5myrna who, as late as 
150, was well known throughout the churches of Asia. We do not 
know what role Alce had in Smyrna and in the Asian churches and 
why she meant a great deal to Ignatius. However, her name is only 
one among the many women who—as Grant has pointed out—“‘in 
the church as in society in general, were highly influential in the 
second century.''!! Grant also suggests that the misogynism of Tertul- 
lian or Hippolytus might reflect their personal resentment. 

It seems that the nameless woman to whom the second Johannine 
letter is written must be understood as the head of her house church. 
Although most scholars understand “the elect lady" and her “elect 
sister" as symbolic names for churches in Asia Minor,” there is no 
compelling reason to do so. These expressions are best understood as 
honorifics for the women leaders of house churches, since kyria or 
domina is a familiar title for the materfamilias and "sister" is used as a 
missionary title by Paul. The expression "children" can connote bio- 
logical children, but in the context of the Christian mission it desig- 
nates more frequently "spiritual children" who are converts. “Chil- 
dren" is also used to characterize the disciples or members of a 
philosophical school.'4 

Since 3 John is also addressed to the head of a house church, 
nothing prevents us from assuming the same for 2 John. Malherbe 
has observed that Diotrephes who is addressed in 3 John had a posi- 
tion of power and eminence. "The picture that we get is of one man 
exercizing his power, not of someone lobbying in order to impose his 
will. . . . He may not have had ecclesiastical authority, but he did 
have the power to exclude from the assembly in his house those who 
opposed him." Similarly, the "elect lady" is admonished not to 
admit anyone to her house who does not teach the same doctrine that 
the elder teaches. The presbyter who writes the letter had no power 
to command but “begs” or "entreats" the head of this house church. 
He reminds her of the commandments and warns her against docetic 
preachers, yet he cannot prevent her from giving hospitality to such 
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preachers. Here we have a glimpse of the great influence and per- 
sonal power exercised by those wealthy Christians who provided for 
the local church a meeting place, funds, and social-political standing. 
The presbyter can make appeals and plead that hospitality is granted 
to his own emissaries, he can warn and announce his personal inter- 
vention, but neither Diotrephes nor “the elect lady" are subject to his 
authority. 

Such influential position and leadership of women in the Asian 
churches is quite in keeping with the general religious position and 
social influence women had in Asia Minor. Even under Roman rule 
women were of remarkable prominence in the political, social, and 
religious life of the country. The large number of inscriptions and 
ancient monuments mentioning women are unusual. Even in the 
most Hellenized and Romanized cities women functioned as magis- 
trates and officials, as priestesses and cultic staff. Under the empire 
the chief priest of the Ephesian Artemis, whose temple was one of the 
seven wonders of the world, was no longer a eunuch but a high 
priestess. The priestly organization of the Artemisium included a 
large number of officers, both male and female. The cult and festivals 
of the Ephesian Artemis" attracted pilgrims from all over the world, 
especially from the neighboring regions of Asia Minor. Women and 
men equally participated in the rites of the Great Goddess. That the 
early Christians were conscious of their competition with this cult 
comes to the fore in Acts 19:23-41.!? This apologetic account blames 
the Jewish competition for the unrest and has the city sacristan of the 
great Artemis assert that Paul and his companions are "neither sacri- 
legious nor blasphemers of our goddess" (19:37). At the same time, 
the story emphasizes that the Pauline mission not only threatened the 
business people who made and sold the image of the goddess as 
souvenirs but also endangered the temple of the Great Goddess, 
“whom all Asia and the world worships” (19:27). 

Jewish communities were numerous and influential in Western 
Asia Minor.” The rights afforded to the Jewish politeuma of Sardis, for 
example, illustrate the interpenetration of civil and religious affairs; 
this community is permitted to worship and practice its ancestral 
laws, to have a defined place for cultic activities, to adjudicate internal 
matters in its own courts, to pay to Jerusalem the half-shekel tax, and 
to represent its members to the imperial government. For many gen- 
erations the Jews of Sardis were integrated into the community and 
played an important and powerful role in civic life. Kraabel, who has 
studied the Jewish communities in western Asia Minor, has pointed 
out that women were prominent members of Jewish communities in 
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Asia Minor.? A tomb inscription from Smyrna, dating from the sec- 
ond or third century, reads: 


Rufina, a Jewess, president of the synagogue (archisynagogos), 
built this tomb for her freed slaves and the slaves raised in her 
house. No one else has the right to bury anyone [here]. If some- 
one should dare to do so, they will pay 1500 denars to the sacred 
treasury and 1000 denars to the Jewish people. A copy of this 
inscription has been placed in the archives.?! 


This inscription gives us a clue to the influential positions women had 
in Jewish communities. At least some women had so much property 
at their disposal that they could build synagogues out of their own 
funds, own slaves and set them free, as well as be leading officers in 
the synagogue. As president of the synagogue Rufina would have 
had to care for the proper execution of the synagogue services, to 
collect money, as well as to preach and to teach. 

Asian women who converted either from Judaism or from their 
native religion to Christianity would have expected to have the same 
influence in the Christian community. Wealthy women especially 
must have taken for granted their influence in the church, since their 
culture and religion had socialized them to assume important posi- 
tions in civic life and religious institutions. However, we know from 
Pliny that ministerial leadership in the Christian community was not 
restricted to wealthy and free matrons but that slave women were 
also "ministers" among the Christians. The Pastoral and Ignatian 
letters indicate that such slave women and men expected to be 
bought free by the Christian community "on the grounds that they 
are 'brethren' "—full members of the new Christian family. While 
the names of prominent Christian women give us a clue to women's 
leadership in the Christian movement, the mention of slave women 
as "ministers" indicates that the discipleship of equals was in the 
process of being transformed into a community of patriarchal submis- 
sion. The dynamics of the repression of women's leadership and the 
continuing oppression of enslaved and poor people, especially of 
women, in the name of Christianity are historically intertwined and 
have the same roots in the patriarchal structures of dominance and 
submission. 


Notes to this section follow chapter 7 on page 279. 


Chapter 7 


Christian Mission and 
the Patriarchal Order 
of the Household 


A: we have seen, the early Christian vision of the discipleship of 
equals practiced in the house church attracted especially slaves 
and women to Christianity but also caused tensions and conflicts 
with the dominant cultural ethos of the patriarchal household. True, 
women as well as men, slaves as well as free, Asians as well as Greeks 
and Romans, participated fully in the cult of the Great Goddess; and 
in such a religious context the baptismal confession of Gal 3:28 was 
not utopian. However, in contrast to the public cult of the goddess, in 
the Christian context, the public religious sphere of the church and 
the private sphere of the patriarchal house were not clearly separated. 
Insofar as Christians understood themselves as the new family? and 
expressed this self-understanding institutionally in the house church, 
the public-religious and private patriarchal spheres were no longer 
distinguished. In fact, it was the religious ethos—of equality—that 
was transferred to and came in conflict with the patriarchal ethos of 
the household. The Christian missionary movement thus provided 
an alternative vision and praxis to that of the dominant society and 
religion. 


Colossians and the Household Code 


Colossians, written by a disciple of Paul,” quotes Gal 3:28 but 
changes it considerably. Moreover, he balances it out with a house- 
hold code of patriarchal submission. The relationship of Jews and 
gentiles was no longer a great problem and concern for the author. 
The separation between the Jewish and Christian communities proba- 
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bly had already taken place at the time of his writing. In quoting the 
baptismal formula? Colossians mentions Greeks first and elaborates 
the second member of the pair circumcision and uncircumcision with 
“barbarian and Scythian,” in order to stress that national and cultural 
differences and inequalities are overcome in the new humanity of 
Christ. Since Scythians were the proverbial boors of antiquity, it is 
obvious that the author of Colossians is especially interested in the 
opposite pair Greek and barbarian. While the third pair of Gal 3:28— 
male and female is not mentioned at all, Col 3:11 also dissolves the 
slave-free polarization that defines the social-political stratifications of 
institutional slavery. Col 3:11 no longer juxtaposes slave-free as oppo- 
site alternatives but adds them to the enumeration and elaboration of 
those who are uncircumcised: barbarian, Scythian, slave, freeborn. 
Although the letter to the Colossians still refers to the baptismal 
liturgy and theology of the Asian churches,” it celebrates not so 
much the restoration of human equality in the new community but 
rather "a cosmic event, in which the opposing elements of the uni- 
verse were reconciled to each other." The so-called enthusiastic theol- 
ogy ascribed to Paul's opponents in Corinth is fully expressed here. 
Baptism means resurrection and enthronement with Christ in 
heaven, "stripping away the body of flesh" (2:11), and life in heaven 
rather than on earth (2:1—4; cf. 2:12, 20). The baptized are delivered 
from "the dominion of darkness” and transferred into “the kingdom 
of his beloved son” (1:13). They are "dead to the cosmos," have 
received a secret mystery (1:26f; 2:2-3), and have the assurance of an 
inheritance among the “holy ones" in the realm of light. The writer of 
Colossians agrees with his audience on this theology of exaltation but 
disagrees with some of the Colossians on how this baptismal "sym- 
bolic universe" and drama should be remembered and made effec- 
tive. While some in the community of Colossae believed that the 
"removal of the fleshly body" and the "new humanity" in baptism 
must be realized in ascetic practices and elaborate ritual observances, 
the author insists on the finality of Christ's reconciliation and unifica- 
tion. The new "angelic religion" and the life in heaven are not to be 
realized by ascetic and ritual practice but in ethical behavior and 
communal life.” Since they have been raised with Christ, they are to 
"seek the things that are above," and to set their "minds on the 
things that are above." They do so “by putting away” anger, wrath, 
malice, slander, and foul talk and by “putting on” compassion, kind- 
ness, lowliness, meekness, and patience, forebearing one another 
and forgiving each other. Above all, they should "put on love, which 
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binds everything together in perfect harmony” (3:5-17). They should 
behave wisely to outsiders and be able to answer everyone (4:5f). 

This is the context of the household code (3:18-4:1), the first and 
most precise form of the domestic code in the New Testament. The 
basic form of this code consists of three pairs of reciprocal exhorta- 
tions addressing the relationship between wife and husband, chil- 
dren and father, and slaves and masters. In each case, the socially 
subordinate first member of the pair is exhorted to obedience to the 
superordinate second. The formal structure of such a household 
code, then, consists of address (wives), exhortation (submit to your 
husbands), and motivation (as is fitting in the Lord). The only Chris- 
tian element in the Colossian code is the addition “in the Lord."? 
However, the author of Colossians quotes the code here, not because 
he is concerned about the behavior of wives, but that of slaves. 

The expansion of the code's third pair, slave-master, indicates that 
the obedience and acceptance of servitude by Christian slaves are of 
utmost concern.” Colossians asks slaves to fulfill their task with single- 
mindedness of heart and dedication "as serving the Lord and not 
men" (3:23). He not only promises eschatological reward for such 
behavior but also threatens eschatological judgment and punishment 
for misbehavior (3:24f). The injunction to masters, in turn, is very short 
and has no Christian component except the reminder that they, too, 
have a master in heaven. Slave behavior is likened here to the Chris- 
tian service of the Lord, while the “masters” are likened to the '"Mas- 
ter" in heaven. It is obvious that the good behavior of slaves, accord- 
ing to the author, is the concrete realization of Gal 3:28, insofar as 
both slaves and freeborn have one Lord in heaven, Christ, and belong 
to the new humanity, now “hid with Christ in God” (3:3). There is no 
question that E. A. Judge is right when he asserts that what we hear 
in these injunctions is “the voice of the propertied class.” We have 
no way of determining whether "those who are your earthly mas- 
ters" are only pagan or also Christian masters. The injunction to the 
masters presupposes that they still have slaves who might or might 
not have been Christian. 

In taking over the Greco-Roman ethic of the patriarchal household 
code, Colossians not only "spiritualizes" and moralizes the baptismal 
community understanding expressed in Gal 3:28 but also makes this 
Greco-Roman household ethic a part of "Christian" social ethic. 
However, it is important to keep in mind that such a reinterpretation 
of the Christian baptismal vision is late—it did not happen before the 
last third of the first century. Moreover, it is found only in one seg- 
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ment of early Christianity, the post-Pauline tradition, and had no 
impact on the Jesus traditions. The insistence on equality and mutual- 
ity within the Christian community that seems to have been ex- 
pressed by slaves as well as by women is not due to later "enthusias- 
tic excesses?? or to illegitimate agitation for emancipation. The 
opposite is true. Colossians shows how a so-called "enthusiastic" 
realized eschatological perspective can produce an insistence on pa- 
triarchal behavior as well as an acceptance of the established political- 
social status quo of inequality and exploitation in the name of Jesus 
Christ. 

In discussing the Sitz im Leben of the household code form, exegetes 
have arrived at different interpretations. While a few scholars think 
that the demands for the obedience and submission of wives, chil- 
dren, and slaves are genuinely Christian, the majority sees the do- 
mestic code as a later Christian adaptation of a Greco-Roman or 
Jewish-Hellenistic philosophical-theological code. While Dibelius (cf. 
also Weidinger and Lohse) holds that the household code in Colos- 
sians is a slightly Christianized version of a Stoic ethical code, 
Lohmeyer (and recently Crouch) has stressed the Jewish-Hellenistic 
origin of the code in an apologetic missionary context. Not Stoicism 
but oriental Jewish religion provides the background for the code. In 
adopting the code, Christians followed the example of Hellenistic 
Judaism and utilized the form of the code developed in Jewish- 
Hellenistic missionary apologetics.?! 

Most recently scholars have pointed to the treatises on economics 
and politics that reflect a form already codified by Aristotle and at 
home in the philosophical schools and morals of the first century C.E. 
Thraede stresses that the moralists of the early empire sought to 
formulate an ethics that would find a balance between the absolute 
traditional demands of subordination and obedience to the paterfamil- 
ias and the ideals of equality formulated in the Hellenistic age. What 
comes to the fore in the household code form of the New Testament is 
the option for "an ethically softened or humanized notion of domina- 
tion and rule."? But while Lührmann stresses the Sitz im Leben of the 
form and of the topos in economics? with indirect implications for 
politics, Balch highlights the political context of the teachings about 
the right order of the house and economics.” Both are intertwined 
because in antiquity the household was economically independent, 
self-sufficient, hierarchically ordered, and as such the basis of the 
state. Therefore, the three topoi, "concerning the state," "concerning 
household management," and "concerning marriage," were closely 
interrelated.?? 
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Aristotle, who has decisively influenced Western political philoso- 
phy as well as American legal concepts% argues against Plato that one 
must begin the discussion of politics with thoughts about marriage, 
defined by him as a union of "natural ruler and natural subject.'? 
When slaves are added to the family, it can be called a "house." 
Several households constitute a village and several villages a city- 
state, or politeia: 


The investigation of everything should begin with its smallest 
parts, and the smallest and primary parts of the household are 
master and slave, husband and wife, father and children. We 
ought therefore to examine the proper constitution and charac- 
ter of each of the three relationships, I mean that of mastership, 
that of marriage and thirdly the progenitive relationship. [ Politics 
I.1253b] 


It is part of the household science to rule over wife and children as 
freeborn. However, this is not done with the same form of govern- 
ment. Whereas the father rules over his children as a monarch rules, 
the husband exercises republican government over the wife: 


for the male is by nature better fitted to command than the female 
. . . and the older and fully developed person than the younger 
and immature. It is true that in most cases of republican govern- 
ment the ruler and ruled interchange in turn . . . but the male 
stands in this relationship to the female continuously. The rule of 
the father over the children on the other hand is that of a king. 
[Politics I.1259b] 


Against those who argue that slavery is contrary to nature, Aristotle 
points to the rule of the soul over the body. 


It is manifest that it is natural and expedient for the body to be 
governed by the soul and for the emotional part to be governed 
by the intellect, the part possessing reason, whereas for the two 
parties to be on equal [ison] footing or in the contrary positions is 
harmful in all cases. . . . Also as between the sexes, the male is 
by nature superior and the female inferior, the male ruler and the 
female subject. And the same must also necessarily apply in the 
case of humankind generally; therefore all human beings that 
differ as widely as the soul does from the body . . . these are by 
nature slaves for whom to be governed by this kind of authority 
is advantageous. [ Politics 1.1254b] 


These ‘natural’ differences justify the relationships of domination in 
household and state. 
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Hence there are by nature various classes of rulers and ruled. For 
the free rules the slave, the male the female, the man the child in 
a different way. And all possess the various parts of the soul but 
possess them in different ways; for the slave has not got the 
deliberative part at all, and the female has it but without full 
authority, while the child has it but in an undeveloped form. 
[ Politics 1.1260a] 


Interestingly enough, Aristotle acknowledges one exception when 
women can rule with "authority." Usually the relationship between 
husband and wife is that of "aristocracy" but when the husband 
controls everything it becomes an “oligarchy,” "for he governs in 
violation of fitness and not in virtue of superiority.” "And sometimes 
when the wife is an heiress, it is she who rules. In these cases, then, 
authority goes not by virtue but by wealth and power, as in an oligar- 
chy” (Nicomachean Ethics VIII.1160b). 

Since, however, every household is part of the state, the state is 
jeopardized if the different forms of household rule are not exercised 
faithfully. 


The freedom in regard to women is detrimental both in regard to 
the purpose of the politeia and in regard to the happiness of the 
state. For just as man and wife are part of a household, it is clear 
that the state also is divided nearly in half into its male and 
female population, so that in all politeia in which the position of 
women is badly regulated one half of the state must be deemed 
neglected in framing the law. [ Politcs II.1269b] 


Such was the case in Sparta, where women controlled their own 
wealth. Although the Spartans did attempt to bring their women 
under the law, they gave up when the women resisted. Therefore, 
they loved and respected wealth and were under the sway of their 
women. The women controlled not only many things but also ruled 
their own rulers! These remarks make it clear that Aristotle knows of 
a historical state that was differently constituted. 

Although the negative influence of Aristotle on Christian anthro- 
pology is widely acknowledged today,” it is not sufficiently recog- 
nized that such an anthropology was rooted in Aristotle's under- 
standing of political rule and domination. Just as he defined the 
"nature" of slaves with respect to their status as property and to their 
economic function, so Aristotle defined the "nature" of woman as 
that of someone who does not have "full authority" to rule, although 
he is well aware that such rule was an actual historical possibility and 
reality. The definition of "woman's nature" and "woman's proper 
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sphere” is thus rooted in a certain relation of domination and subor- 
dination between man and woman having a concrete political back- 
ground and purpose. Western misogynism has its root in the rules for 
the household as the model of the state. A feminist theology therefore 
must not only analyze the anthropological dualism generated by 
Western culture and theology, but also uncover its political roots in 
the patriarchal household of antiquity. 

Balch cites considerable evidence that Aristotle's political philoso- 
phy was revitalized in neo-Pythagorean and Stoic philosophy.? It 
was also accepted in Hellenistic Judaism, as the writings of Philo and 
Josephus demonstrate. For instance, Philo stresses the interrelation- 
ship between household and state management. 


For the future statesman needed first to be trained and practiced 
in house management, for a house is a city compressed into small 
dimensions, and a household management may be called a kind 


of state management [politeia]. . . . This shows clearly that the 
household manager is identical with the statesman. [Joseph 38— 
39] 


And he asserts in Special Laws: 


Organized committees are of two sorts, the greater which we call 
cities and the smaller which we call households. Both of these 
have their governors [prostasian], the government of the greater 
is assigned to men, under the name of statesmanship [ politeia], 
that of the lesser known as household management to women. A 
woman then should not be a busybody, meddling with matters 
outside her household concerns, but should seek a life of seclu- 
sion. [III.170f] 


Philo insists that Jews are not impious, they respect father and 
mother, and wives must be in servitude to their husbands. Crouch” 
has argued that the closest parallel to the New Testament domestic 
code is Hypothetica VIIII.7.14: 


Any of them whom you attack with inquiries about their ances- 
tral institutions can answer you rapidly and easily. The husband 
seems competent to transmit knowledge of the laws to his wife, 
the father to his children, the master to his slaves. 


In discussing the politeia of Moses and comparing it to that of Ro- 
mulus, Josephus stresses that Jewish laws do not teach impiety but 
piety, not the hatred of others but the communal life. They oppose 
injustice and teach justice, they deter from war and encourage people 
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to work. Therefore, there can be nowhere a greater justice, piety, and 
harmony than among the Jews. In their marriage laws and the birth 
and upbringing of children Jews fulfilled the laws of Romulus's poli- 
teia, which the Romans had imposed on the whole empire. Jewish 
women were good Roman citizens: 


The woman, says the Law, is in all things inferior to the man. Let 
her accordingly be submissive, not for her humiliation, but that 
she may be directed, for the authority has been given by God to 
the man. [Against Apion II.201] 


Since the Jews were criticized on the ground that Moses, the 
founder of the Jewish state, had incited a revolt and introduced differ- 
ent marriage and burial laws, Josephus’! stresses that Jewish wives, 
unlike Spartan women, are entirely submissive to their husbands. 
The context of this statement, as for that of Philo, is clearly apologetic. 
Dionysos of Halicarnassus had in a similar fashion elaborated the 
position of women in the politeia of Romulus: 


The law led the women to behave themselves with modesty and 
great decorum. The law was to this effect that a woman joined to 
her husband by a holy marriage should share in all his posses- 
sions and sacred rites. . . . This law obliged both the married 
women, as having no other refuge, to conform themselves en- 
tirely to the temper of their husbands, and the husbands to rule 
their wives as necessary and inseparable possessions. Accord- 
ingly if a wife was virtuous and in all things obedient to her 
husband she was the mistress of the house in the same degree as 
the husband was master of it, and after the death of her husband, 
she was heir to his property. [ Roman Antiquities II.25.2] 


However, Thraede is correct when he points out that we must not 
overlook the fact that alongside this Aristotelian ethics of submission 
and rule, a marriage ethos developed which stressed the harmony 
between the couples.” Plutarch describes the ideal marriage as a 
copartnership: 


It is a lovely thing for a wife to sympathize with her husband's 
concerns and the husband with the wife’s so that, as ropes, by 
being intertwined, get strength from each other, thus. . . the co- 
partnership may be preserved through the joint action of both. 
[ Conjugal Precepts 140e] 


Although the wife is clearly the subordinate of the husband, the 
husband should train her in philosophy and she should respect him 
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as "guide, philosopher and teacher in all that is most lovely and 
divine." She should not be aggrieved "if like the flute-player, she 
makes a more impressive sound through a tongue not her own."9? 
Therefore, she should always behave with modesty and moderation, 
appear in public only with her husband, be carefully guarded in her 
speech, and avoid excessive adornment and luxury. So the neo- 
Pythagorean Callicratidas advises men to marry virgins in the flower 
of their youth (usually between 12 and 15 years) because 


such virgins are easily fashioned, and are docile and are also 
naturally well disposed to be instructed by, and to fear and love 
their husbands. 


If the husband, however, wants to be admired and loved, he should 


exercise his power so that it might be mingled with pleasure and 
veneration; pleasure indeed being produced by his fondness, but 
veneration from doing nothing of a vile or abject nature.“ 


The marriage will be happy if both husband and wife are in accord 
with each other in prosperous and adverse times. The husband's role 
is that of a master, teacher, and regulator, the wife's behavior that of 
prudence, modesty, and respect. Perictione stresses that the wife 
must venerate the gods by obeying the laws and sacred institutions of 
her country. She should honor and respect her parents, and live with 
her husband "legally and socially," especially concerned with per- 
forming her duties toward him in "domestic harmony” and being the 
guardian of his bed, 


then she will not only benefit her husband, but also her children, 
her kindred, her servants, and the whole of her house; in which 
possessions, friends, citizens, and strangers are contained. ^ 


Plutarch also emphasizes that the wife should not only share her 
husband's friends but also his gods. She must therefore "shut the 
front door tight upon all queer rituals and outlandish superstitions. 
For with no god do stealthy and secret rites performed by a woman 
find any favor" (140d). Thus it is apparent that in antiquity rules of 
the household are part of economics and politics, as are religious rites 
and ancestral customs. The well-being of the state and the religious 
observance of the laws and customs of the patriarchal family are 
intertwined. Slaves and wives who do not worship the gods of the 
paterfamilias violate not only their household duties but also the laws 
of the state. 
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The household code in 1 Pet 2:11—-3:12*6 no longer consists of three 
pairs of reciprocal injunctions, for it only mentions slaves, wives as 
well as husbands, but not children and parents. Moreover, it stresses 
primarily the duties of the subordinate members of the household. Its 
context, however, is the Greco-Roman discussion on the politeia with 
its three sections: the discussion of the duties concerning the state, 
those concerning the household, and those concerning marriage. 
This threefold division is clearly followed in pseudo-Peter's discus- 
sion of the Christian life. This discussion begins with a demand for 
submission to human governors (2:13-17), then exhorts slaves to be 
submissive even to hard and unjust masters (2:18-25), and asks 
Christian wives to submit themselves to their husbands, even when 
the latter are pagans and actively engaged against the Christian com- 
munity by being disobedient to the word (3:1-6). While the passage 
does not contain an exhortation to masters, the admonitions to the 
wife are followed by a short exhortation to the husband (3:7). 

Although the context of this household-code type of instruction is 
not that of cosmic reconciliation and heavenly enthronement as in 
Colossians, it is clearly connected with baptismal remembrance and 
instruction. The Christians are "born anew” by the incorruptible liv- 
ing word (1:23-25), they are elect and holy, they are the beloved who 
are called to an incorruptible living hope. As newborn babes they 
should "put off" all malice and vice (2:1), and live as "children of 
obedience" (1:14), so that they may “grow up to salvation" for they 
“have tasted the kindness of the Lord" (2:2f). As the spiritual temple, 
the priestly people of God, "they should be holy" just as God is holy 
who called them (1:14-16). They should cast all their anxieties on 
God, because it is God who cares for them (5:7). 

As the royal priesthood they are a holy politeuma, a new people 
who have been “liberated from the futile ways inherited from your 
fathers" (1:18) through the death of Christ. Here the point of conflict 
between the Christian community and the surrounding society is 
named: they have left the ancestral customs and gods of their pagan 
households and turned to the "living stone," Jesus Christ. However, 
"as God's own people," they are now "exiles in the dispersion," 
strangers and immigrants. As such they are deeply alienated from 
their own society. They have to suffer various trials, are slandered, 
treated as criminals, and reviled. They are therefore exhorted not to 
give in to their fear, not to be afraid of those who may injure (3:13) or 
slander them (3:16). Nonetheless, knowing that they are called to 
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"God's eternal glory," they can have courage, for they will have to 
suffer only for a “little while" (1:6f, 5:10f) in order that their genuine- 
ness may be tested by fire. 

It is obvious that these Christian communities of Asia Minor were a 
small and alienated minority group." They represent an illegal reli- 
gion that had disrupted the ancestral customs and religion of their 
patriarchal households. Since no "masters" are addressed we can 
assume that the majority of their members were slaves of pagan mas- 
ters and wives of pagan husbands. Because of their distinctive life- 
style and their heightened consciousness of election they were being 
persecuted. The writer of 1 Peter, seeking to encourage them in their 
trials, insists that their unjust sufferings because of Christ and their 
lifestyle “as God's own people" are necessary, and will last only for a 
“little while." At the same time he offers them a "strategy"? for 
survival in the midst of trials and persecutions. This strategy consists 
in "doing good" and proving themselves faithful “law-abiding” citi- 
zens; it presupposes that "what is good" is agreed upon by Christians 
as well as pagans and that Christian suffering is rooted in a pagan 
“misunderstanding,” but not in a different societal-religious ethos.” 
The distinctiveness of Christian faith and religion is maintained only 
insofar as slaves and wives must be prepared to suffer for being 
Christians. However, for the sake of the Christian mission, they 
should seek to reduce suffering and tensions as much as possible by a 
lifestyle that is totally conformed to the customs and ethos of their 
pagan household and state. 

The interpretational key to the household-code instructions is 
given in 2:12, which introduces the whole section: 


Beloved, I beseech you as aliens and exiles. . . . Maintain good 
conduct among the Gentiles so that in case they speak against 
you as wrongdoers [better, lawbreakers] they may see your good 
deeds [your law-abiding behavior as good citizens] and glorify 
God on the day of visitation. [2:11a, 12] 


The author concludes the whole exhortation: 


Have no fear of them nor be troubled, but in your hearts rever- 
ence Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to make a defense (apol- 
ogy) to anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is in 
you, yet do it with gentleness and respect, and keep your con- 
science clear, so that when you are abused, those who revile your 
good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to 
suffer for doing right [being a good Christian and citizen] if that 
should be God's will, than for doing wrong [i.e., breaking law 
and custom]. [3:14b-17] 
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It is apparent that the author conceives of the household code as a 
form of apologia for the Christian faith.” However, unlike Josephus 
or Philo who write such defenses for the attackers of the Jews, the 
author addresses Christians, who are powerless and without legal 
recourse, urging them to adapt to the politeuma of Rome and its ances- 
tral customs. In this way, the author does not lessen the tension 
between the Christian community and the patriarchal society, since 
this tension is created precisely by the abandonment of the religion of 
the paterfamilias. The author wants to strengthen their rejection of the 
“old religion," but he does so by relinquishing the new freedom of 
those slaves and women who became members of the new priestly 
people.” He restricts it to "their hearts" for the sake of their own 
survival and that of the Christian minority group. A quite different 
strategy was chosen by the prophet-author of the book of Revelation 
for whom the emperor and Rome were the embodiment of the Anti- 
christ. As an oppressive power Rome had to be resisted even at the 
risk of prison and death. Both authors wrote around the same time to 
Christians in Asia Minor. 

While the author points to the example and suffering of Christ in 
his exhortation to the slaves, he appeals to the example of the holy 
women of the Old Testament in his admonition to the wives. Sara, 
who was the “mother” of proselytes, is held up in particular, because 
she was obedient and called Abraham "her lord."? The wives’ sub- 
mission and quiet behavior is a strategy for survival in this precarious 
situation ("let nothing terrify you") but it also has missionary inter- 
ests at heart. By submitting to the order of domination, wives might 
win over their husbands to Christianity "without saying a word." In 
line with the ideals of the time, wives are not to instruct their hus- 
bands in the gospel and seek to convince them of their Christian 
hope, but are to counter their husbands' slanders with quiet behav- 
ior. It is not adornment, but the quietness of spirit seeking peace and 
harmony in submitting to their husbands as their lords which might 
convince the husbands that their wives are law-abiding and virtu- 
ous. Through their behavior they will prove false the slanderous 
accusations against Christians. 

The patriarchal pattern of submission, therefore, does not so much 
seek to put wives back into their proper patriarchal roles and places, 
but seeks to lessen the tension between the Christian community and 
the pagan patriarchal household. Especially the conversion of wives 
and slaves provoked such political tensions between the Christian 
movement and its pagan society. This conflict was a conflict of values 
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and allegiances between the Christian community and the patriarchal 
family: 


Christianity like all evangelizing religions addressed its message 
to individuals—men, women, and children. The strategy from 
the Christian point of view was thus a vital and almost obvious 
one: to denigrate so far as possible the historic and still deeply 
rooted kinship tie and offer the community of Christians itself as 
the only real and true form of kinship® 


The accusation of second-century pagan writers that Christianity de- 
stroys the household by attracting especially women, slaves, and 
young people can thus not just be pushed aside as unfounded slan- 
der but must be taken seriously. Nisbet points this out with respect to 
women. 


There is some ground in fact for regarding this religion during the 
first century in any event, as involved in a kind of women’s 
liberation: from the powerful patriarchal and masculine orienta- 
tion of the traditional family. To succeed in disengaging women 
from their family ties . . . it was necessary at one and the same 
time to denigrate the family and to proffer Christianity as itself a 
family—the highest of all types of families.^ó 


It was generally accepted, as a matter of good civil order, that slaves 
as well as wives practice the religion of their masters or husbands and 
preserve the religious ancestral customs of the house. This general 
assumption of Greco-Roman society is expressed by Cicero: 


No one shall have gods to himself, either new gods or alien gods, 
unless recognized by the state. Privately they shall worship those 
gods whose worship they have duly received from their ances- 
tors. . . . No sacrifices shall be performed by women at 
night. . . . Nor is the worship of the "lares" handed down by 
our ancestors, established in sight of farm and homestead, and 
shared by slaves as well as masters, to be rejected. Next, the 
"preservation of the rites of the family and of our ancestors" 
means preserving the religious rites which, we almost say, were 
handed down to us by the gods. [Laws II.7.19-27] 


The conversion of women, slaves, and young people who belonged 
to the household of an unconverted paterfamilias already constituted a 
potential political offense against the patriarchal order. It could not 
but be considered an infringement of the political order as well, inso- 
far as in antiquity the patriarchal order of the house was considered to 
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be the paradigm for the state. The patriarchal familia was the nucleus 
of the state. Not enthusiasm but conversion of the subordinate mem- 
bers of the house who were supposed to share in the religion of the 
paterfamilias constituted a revolutionary subversive threat. 

Judaism had been attacked for its infringement upon the religious 
patriarchal prerogatives of the paterfamilias, insofar as it admitted 
slaves and women of pagan households as godfearers and converts. 
How deeply the Romans resented the social disruption wrought by 
proselytism is evident in the following statement of Tacitus: 


For the worst rascals among other peoples, renouncing their an- 
cestral religions, always kept sending tribute and contributions to 
Jerusalem. . . . Those who are converted to their ways follow 
the same practice [i.e., of hating other peoples, being immoral, 
adopting circumcision], and the earliest lesson they receive is to 
despise the gods, to disown their country, and to regard their 
parents, children and brothers as of little account. [History V.5] 


In his defense against Apion, Josephus insists that it was not the Jews 
but the Greeks who had introduced new gods, for the Jewish customs 
were of greater antiquity. He completely supports the sentiment that 
one must observe ancestral customs: 


A wise man's duty is to be scrupulously faithful to the religious 
laws of his country, and to refrain from the abuse of those of 
others. [Ag Ap II.144] 


In the context of such missionary apologetics, Josephus—and Philo 
as well—insists that Jewish households are properly ruled and or- 
dered. 

Whenever slaves or wives converted to Judaism, to the Isis cult, or 
to Christianity, the order of the household was endangered and with 
it, therefore, the political order of the state. The Isis cult, in particular, 
was considered a threat to Roman civil life because Isis was pro- 
claimed as the one who makes women and men equal.” The Roman 
historian Dio Cassius transmits a speech in which Octavian calls on 
his soldiers "to maintain the renown of your forefathers, to preserve 
your own proud traditions, to take vengeance on those who are in 
revolt against us, to repel those who insult you, to conquer and rule 
all humanity, to allow no woman to make herself equal to a man.'^* 
The whole speech associates a preservation of the customs of the 
forefathers with opposition to the Isis cult and with the assertion that 
Isis reverses the proper relationships between men and women.” 
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I have argued that the pagan perception of Christians interfering 
with the patriarchal order of the house was not unfounded. Insofar as 
Christians accepted slaves and women from pagan households as 
converts and members, they clearly broke the ancestral laws. Their 
self-understanding as the new eschatological community, the new 
creation, the new humanity, in which the social-political stratifica- 
tions of religion, class, slavery, and patriarchal marriage are abol- 
ished, and all are equal in Christ, was an alternative vision that clearly 
undermined the Greco-Roman patriarchal order. The Christian mes- 
sage was so attractive and convincing for women and slaves, pre- 
cisely because it promised them liberation from the patriarchal order 
and gave them a new freedom in the community of equals. 

That Christians were suspected of political subversion and of 
threatening the societal order and institutions of the patriarchal house 
comes again and again to the fore in pagan attacks against Christian- 
ity in the second and third century.9 Even Jesus was accused of this. 
The variant reading of Luke 23:1ff, which is attested for the first time 
by Marcion in the second century, maintains that Jesus was indicted 
before Pilate because he was "leading astray both women and chil- 
dren."€ The variant reading of Epiphanius elaborates: "He has 
turned our children and wives away from us for they are not bathed 
as we are nor do they purify themselves," that is, they do not observe 
the ritual laws of their ancestral Jewish religion. A passage in Acts, 
which has caused problems for exegetes, states that Paul and Silas 
were accused before the magistrates in Philippi because they had 
created a great disturbance in the city by advocating "customs . . . 
illegal for us Romans to adopt and follow" (16:21). This accusation is 
made by the owners of a slave-girl who was possessed by an oracular 
spirit, and had brought large profits to her owners by telling fortunes. 
Paul had healed her (16:18) and thus made her useless to her owners. 
By freeing the slave from her spiritual bondage, Paul interfered with 
the property rights and ancestral laws of the household.” 

That Christian missionaries were accused of disturbing the Greco- 
Roman patriarchal order is especially emphasized in the apocryphal 
Acts, which were circulating in the communities of Asia Minor at the 
time when 1 Peter and the Pastoral Epistles were written. According 
to the Acts of Paul and Thecla Paul is accused of corrupting “all the 
women." Thecla, an upper-class woman of Iconium, renounces her 
roles of daughter, wife, mother, and mistress. It is for this she is 
sentenced to death, not her Christianity. Her own mother demanded 
from the governor: "Burn the lawless one. Burn her so that all the 
women who have been taught by this man may be afraid" (3.20.3—5). 
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Where the Acts of Paul and Thecla and other apocryphal Acts 
elaborate the disruption which the conversion of women wrought in 
pagan households, especially when it was connected with sexual as- 
ceticism, 1 Peter presupposes such a situation and seeks to remedy it. 
In doing so the author “spiritualizes” or "internalizes" the Christian 
calling as a purely religious calling that does not disrupt the estab- 
lished order of the house and state. Christian slaves and wives, by 
being submissive and obedient to their "lords," can prove that the 
slanders against Christians are unjustified. Christians are not ene- 
mies of the Roman political order, but they support it.9 

Naturally this "defense" could not establish that Christians did not 
disrupt the Greco-Roman order of the partriarchal house and state, 
since, by abandoning the religion of their masters and husbands, they 
in fact did so. However, this strategy for survival gradually intro- 
duced the patriarchal-societal ethos of the time into the church. As a 
result, in the long run it replaced the genuine Christian vision of 
equality, by which women and slaves had been attracted to become 
Christians. However, whereas in pseudo-Peter this patriarchal order 
of domination does not apply to either Christian marriage or to the 
Christian community, the letter to the Ephesians interprets Christian 
marriage in light of it, and the Pastoral Epistles identify it with the 
structures of the Christian community. 


Ephesians and the Household Code 


Ephesians presents the "hope to which Christians are called" (1:18) 
as the gospel of peace (6:15). Such universal peace was accom- 
plished by Christ's victory over the powers of darkness, a victory 
which did away with the gulf between Jews and non-Jews. Forgive- 
ness of sin means liberation from the spiritually evil heavenly powers 
and unification of the two into one "new third race" or into the one 
family of God. The divine mediator has healed the breach between 
the world above and the world below, Christ has reconciled Jews and 
gentiles to a new universal harmony and peace.9 

The author writes to gentile Christians and reminds them, using 
Old Testament-Jewish and early Christian traditional materials, that 
they have received access to the one true God of Israel in Jesus Christ. 
They who have been sojourners and strangers have become fellow- 
citizens with the saints and angels. The dividing wall of the Temple, 
which is here projected into the whole cosmos and into the structure 
of the universe, is broken down, and a new unified humanity has 
come into existence in the church. Ephesians reinterprets the cosmic 
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stress of Colossians in terms of ecclesiology. Christ is the head and 
source of peace for the church. His work as universal peacemaker is 
now to be carried out by the church, which is his pleroma, the sphere 
of his influence and the force-field of his peacemaking power. The 
church “embodies” the peace of Christ. Those who are baptized are a 
new creation (2:10), have put on the new human (4:24; cf. 4:13, the 
"perfect man"). They have risen with Christ and are seated with him 
above (2:6). By "grace they have been saved" (2:5c) and have been 
"sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, the “guarantor” of their “in- 
heritance" (1:13). They are children of God (5:1, 8). 

The universal peace of Christ must be manifest in the community of 
Jew and gentile Christians. They are admonished to “lead a life wor- 
thy of your calling to which you have been called" (4:1). They must be 
eager to preserve 


the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and 
one Spirit, . . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and 
Father of us all. [4:4ff] 


The baptismal remembrance of 2:11-22 clearly refers to the pre-Paul- 
ine baptismal formula with its opposites, uncircumcision/circumci- 
sion. The author expresses in various ways the unification of Jews 
and gentiles through the death of Christ and their equality in the new 
community of those baptized into Christ's death and resurrection. 
Those who once were "far off" have "now been brought near in the 
blood of Christ" (2:13). Three times the author stresses in 2:14-18 that 
Christ has made "both one" (ta amphotera hen): v. 14 stresses that 
Christ "our peace" has abolished the enmity between Jews and gen- 
tiles; v. 15 names the result of this peacemaking: "That he might 
create in himself one new human being in place of the two," and v. 16 
adds: "and might reconcile us both to God in one body”; v. 17 repeats 
again the expression that "those who were far off" and "those who 
were near" have received peace. Therefore, the author can sum up in 
v. 18: "For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the 
Father." 66 Therefore, the baptized are "members of the household of 
God" (2:19) which expands into a "holy temple in the Lord," in 
whom they are built up together as “a dwelling place of God in the 
Spirit." (2:21f). 

The author applies this theological motif of peace and unification to 
the relationship of gentile and Jewish Christians in the community in 
order to insist on their unity, equality, and mutuality within the 
"household of God." He seeks to prevent gentile believers from re- 
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garding themselves as superior to Jewish Christians and to encourage 
them to mutual respect and support of each other. Although there are 
many similarities between 2:11-22 and 5:21-33 (the admonition to 
husband and wife), his perception of "making peace in Christ" is 
quite different here. Whereas wives and slaves are admonished to 
subordinate themselves and to obey with "fear and trembling,” the 
author does not admonish Jews to subordinate themselves in order to 
preserve the "peace" of the community; but to live according to their 
calling. He resorts to a variety of Jewish Christian theologoumena to 
persuade the gentiles, who seem to be the powerful and decision- 
making members in the congregation, to preserve the "peace" to be 
manifested in the body of Christ. 

That the author also has the baptismal formula in mind, when 
elaborating the traditional household code” in terms of the Christian 
community, is apparent from the statement in 6:8c that everyone, 
slave or free, will receive the same eschatological recompense from 
the Lord.9 While the author insists on the mutuality, unity, and 
equality of uncircumcised and circumcised here and now, he main- 
tains such equality for slaves and freeborn only for the eschatological 
future. Moreover, whereas it was uncertain whether the admonitions 
of Colossians applied to Christian relationships with pagans, and 
whereas the advice of 1 Peter clearly was directed to wives married to 
unbelievers and slaves living in pagan households, Ephesians applies 
the traditional rules for the household to relationships between Chris- 
tian couples and Christian slaves and masters, and thus to the Christian 
household itself. That this household is seen in terms of a house church 
is likely from the introductory section to the traditional household 
code in 5:18-20, which speaks of the Spirit-filled worship of the 
Christians. Moreover the whole community is understood as the 
"household" (2:19), the family (3:15), the house (2:20) of God. The 
believers are children (5:1, 8; 1:5, sons) of God who have the guaran- 
tee of a glorious inheritance (1:4, 18), their father is God (3:14, 4:6; cf. 
127153); 

However, it is important to recognize that the author does not 
develop the patriarchal domination-subordination relationship in 
terms of the whole community. Although he speaks of those who are 
apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers for the "equip- 
ment of the saints" (4:12), he does not ask the saints to subordinate 
themselves to them nor does he say that they are the sign of unity. 
Neither does the author claim that the leaders represent God, the 
"father" of the household, nor that they are males acting in the name 
and place of Christ. The church does not, as J. Ernst maintains, re- 
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ceive here "in imitation of the ancient state organizations a social 
structure which regulates the concrete life in common.''? Ephesians 
elaborates only that some have received these gifts and some have 
received others “for the upbuilding of the body of Christ." Its enu- 
meration of ministries expands the Pauline catalogue to include evan- 
gelists and pastors, but does not restrict it to men. 

While the Colossian code clearly was interested in the patriarchally 
appropriate behavior of slaves, the Ephesian code elaborates upon 
the relationship of wife and husband in patriarchal marriage.” In so 
doing, the author combines the traditional household code form with 
the church-body theology and Pauline bride-bridegroom notion 
found for the first time in 2 Cor 11:3. The relationship between Christ 
and the church, expressed in the metaphors of head and body as well 
as of bridegroom and bride," becomes the paradigm for Christian 
marriage and vice versa. This theological paradigm reinforces the 
cultural-patriarchal pattern of subordination, insofar as the rela- 
tionship between Christ and the church clearly is not a relationship 
between equals, since the church-bride is totally dependent and sub- 
ject to her head” or bridegroom. Therefore, the general injunction for 
all members of the Christian community, "Be subject to one another 
in the fear of Christ," is clearly spelled out for the Christian wife as 
requiring submission and inequality. 

As the church is subordinated to Christ, so the wife has to subject 
herself to her husband in everything. The phrase “in everything,” 
which in the Colossian code was associated with the obedience of 
children and slaves, here underlines the subordinate position of the 
wife (v. 24). 5:22 insists that the submission of the wife to her hus- 
band is on a par with her religious submission to Christ, the Lord. 
The instruction to the wives thus clearly reinforces the patriarchal 
marriage pattern and justifies it christologically. The instructions to 
the wife are therefore summed up in the injunction to fear or to 
respect her husband (v. 33). 

However, the patriarchal-societal code is theologically modified in 
the exhortation to the husband. The negative demand of Colossians 
that men are not to be harsh with their wives is not repeated here. 
Instead, the husbands are three times commanded to love their wives 
(5:25, 28, 33). Jesus’ commandment, "to love your neighbor as your- 
self" (cf. Lev 19:18) is applied to the marriage relationship of the 
husband.” Moreover, the relationship of Christ to the church be- 
comes the example for the husband. Christ's self-giving love for the 
church is to be the model for the love relationship of the husband 
with his wife. Patriarchal domination is thus radically questioned 
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with reference to the paradigmatic love relationship of Christ to the 
church. 

Nevertheless, it must be recognized that this christological modifi- 
cation of the husband's patriarchal position and duties does not have 
the power, theologically, to transform the patriarchal pattern of the 
household code, even though this might have been the intention of 
the author. Instead, Ephesians christologically cements the inferior 
position of the wife in the marriage relationship. One could say that 
the exhortations to the husbands spell out what it means to live a 
marriage relationship as a Christian, while those to the wives insist 
on the proper social behavior of women. The reason for this theologi- 
cal shortcoming might be the author's interest in clarifying the rela- 
tionship between Christ and the church, whose unity is his primary 
concern in the rest of the letter. His interpretation of Gen 2:24 shows 
that this is the case. Although early Christian theology used this Old 
Testament text for understanding the marriage relationship, the au- 
thor applies it primarily to the relationship of Christ and the church.” 

Eph 5:21-33 thus participates in the trajectory of the patriarchal 
household-code tradition insofar as it takes over the household-code 
pattern and reasserts the submission of the wife to the husband as a 
religious Christian duty. At the same time, it modifies the patriarchal 
code by replacing patriarchal superordination and domination with 
the Christian command of love to be lived according to the example of 
Christ. On the whole, however, the author was not able to "Chris- 
tianize" the code. The "gospel of peace" has transformed the rela- 
tionship of gentiles and Jews, but not the social roles of wives and 
slaves within the household of God. On the contrary, the cultural- 
social structures of domination are theologized and thereby rein- 
forced. However, it must not be overlooked that the code and its 
theological legitimation are not descriptive of the actual situation of 
women and slaves in the communities of Asia Minor. It is exhortative 
or prescriptive and seeks to establish a Christian behavior that is not 
yet realized in the life of the Christians in Asia Minor. 


The Gnostic-Patristic Trajectory 


The theological ideas of the unification of male and female as well 
as of human marriage and "couples" as paradigms for heavenly cos- 
mic realities are developed even further and in a different direction in 
gnostic cosmological speculations, which might also have been in- 
spired by the baptismal formula transmitted in Gal 3:28. 

Whether or not Marcion can be called a gnostic is disputed.” He 
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distinguished the alien God of Goodness, the Father of Jesus Christ, 
from the World God of Justice, who is the antithesis of the Good God. 
The Demiurge, or World God, created the cosmos and humankind, 
but the Good God is absolutely alien to all created things. Human 
creatures belong bodily and psychically to the World God. Christ 
came to save them from the World God and to make them children of 
the alien Good God. Since the Marcionites rejected the created world, 
they were devoted to rigorous asceticism, and by protesting against 
flesh and matter they demonstrated that they did not owe allegiance 
to the World God. Because procreation strengthens the sphere of the 
Demiurge, they did not marry and have children. 

Severus, an associate of Marcion, taught "that woman is the work 
of Satan.. . . Hence those who consort in marriage fulfill the work of 
Satan.'76 Marcionism belongs to the type of gnosticism that starts 
from a dualism of two opposed principles. In this system femaleness 
belongs to the sphere of creation, whereas maleness stands for heav- 
enly transcendent realities. In The Gospel of the Egyptians a saying of 
the savior is given: "I have come to destroy the works of the female, 
by the ‘female’ meaning lust, and by the ‘works’ birth and decay." 

The classic expression of this dualism is found in terms of male and 
female in the pseudo-Clementines: "The present world is female, as 
the mother bringing forth the souls of the children, but the world to 
come is male, as a father receiving his children."7? Therefore, of the 
two types of prophets in the world, one type is the female, whose 
words accord entirely with the created world, and the other type is 
the male prophet who speaks for the coming higher world. In the 
encratite Acts of Thomas the "communion of the male" is a parallel 
expression to the "highest gift of grace," "Holy Spirit" or "the power 
of the Most High." The categories "female and male," therefore, do 
not so much characterize actual women or men as denote opposite 
types of dualistic principles. 

Like the Marcionites, the Carpocratians distinguish between the 
unbegotten Father and the God who gave the law.9 Since they be- 
lieve in the migration of the soul, they hold that they can be liberated 
from the body and from reincarnation not through asceticism but 
through libertinism. All things are indifferent, and nothing in the 
world is by nature evil. Not through obedience to laws, however, but 
only through faith and love are persons saved.?' The Carpocratians 
appeal to Salome, Mary Magdalene, and Martha as the source and 
guarantors of their traditions. One of their teachers, Marcellina, rep- 
resented their teaching in Rome in the middle of the second century 
and acquired many followers there. 
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The son of Carpocrates, Epiphanes, taught that the “righteousness 
of God is communion with equality."9? Since God provided for all 
beings equally, no distinction should be made between "rich and 
poor, people and ruler, foolish and wise, female and male, free and 
slave." 5 Epiphanes thus espouses the same ideal as Paul (Gal 3:27f), 
but argues the fundamental equality of all, not on the basis of baptism 
but on the basis of creation. Therefore, his "fellowship with equality" 
extends not only to gender roles in the Christian community but also 
to sexuality and marriage. "In that God made all things in common 
for man and brought together the female with the male in common 
and united all the animals likewise he declared righteousness to be 
fellowship with equality.'"9?* The reflections of Epiphanes elaborate 
Gal 3:28 in terms of Plato's ideal state. They do so, however, from a 
male perspective insofar as all women seem to have been available for 
intercourse to all men before the institution of marriage, but not vice 
versa. 

It was the evil Lawgiver God who introduced "mine and thine” 
and so promulgated private property rights and the institution of 
marriage. Since his law destroyed the fellowship of the Divine Law, 
in their liturgies the Carpocratians attempt to restore the Divine Law 
by uniting "as they will and with whom they will.” However, we do 
not know if this "love feast” of the Carpocratians was a ritual celebra- 
tion of the basic equality between the sexes or whether they practiced 
intercourse indiscriminately, since the charge of fornication was a 
standard polemic of various religious groups against each other.* 

Valentinianism belongs to that type of gnostic dualism which holds 
that maleness and femaleness are not antagonistic opposites, but 
complementary. This group placed the origin of darkness, evil, and 
dualism within the godhead itself “by means of a genealogy of per- 
sonified divine states evolving from another, which describe the pro- 
gressive darkening of the original Light in categories of guilt, error 
and failure."? Thus "the Valentinians did not identify the female 
with any absolute principle of evil, but rather with the fallible part of 
God, which became involved in the material world." 5*9 The Valenti- 
nian system begins with the dyad Bythos= Primal Cause and Sige = 
Silence, who bring forth a couple, Nous and Truth. Although the 
Primal tetrad appears to consist of four different hypostases, Bythos 
and Sige as well as Nous and Truth form one single male-female 
substance or entity. The second tetrad, Logos and Life and Man and 
Church, comes from the first tetrad and brings forth in turn ten and 
twelve aeons. The ten aeons in the female series have names which 
allude to the union between man and woman, whereas the names of 
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the twelve aeons in the male series recall the Christian virtues. The 
divine Pleroma thus consists of a series of male-female aeons. 

The last aeon, Sophia, plays the role of Cosmic Eve. Because of her 
ignorance and her desire to know the incomprehensible Father, she 
initiates a Fall in the Divine World that is the origin of the evil, visible 
world. Sophia is restored to the Pleroma, but her "abortion" cannot 
remain in the Pleroma. It is given form by Christ and the Holy Spirit 
and called Achamoth. Since Achamoth cannot enter the Pleroma, she 
falls into all sorts of distress. At her request the Savior, Jesus, is sent 
to give the "formation according to knowledge" and to release her 
from her passions. Achamoth can now give form to the Demiurge, 
who in due course fashions everything else. The Demiurge creates 
the human body first as incorporeal and later puts a skin over it, but 
without his knowledge Achamoth introduces spiritual "seeds" in 
some humans. Humanity, therefore, consists of three classes of be- 
ings: the hylics, or “fleshly” ones, the psychics, who have souls; and 
the pneumatics, who have the spiritual seed from the Mother or 
Achamoth. The female and the male element were originally united. 
They are reunited when the female element becomes male, and are 
then united with the angels and enter into the Pleroma. “Therefore it 
is said that the woman is changed into a man and the Church here 
below into angels.”® It is clear that “male and female" are not simple 
gender distinctions, but mythological, archetypal realities.” 

The gnosticism of Marcus, a disciple of Valentinus, is distinguished 
by the fact that he places another tetrad, called Unity, Oneness, Mo- 
nad, and One, before the thirty aeons. The tetrad is also called “the 
inconceivable and nonmaterial Father, who is without paternity and 
who is neither male nor female."?! He claims that the “spiritual 
man," formed in the image and likeness of God, was masculine- 
feminine.? The Marcosians seem to have celebrated the sacraments 
of the "bridal chamber" and of baptism. They baptized into "the 
name of the unknown Father of all things, into Truth, the Mother of 
all, into him who descended on Jesus, into union, into redemption, 
into the communion of the powers.'?? 

The rite of the "bridal chamber” is related to New Testament bridal 
and marriage imagery.” The celebration of the “spiritual marriage" in 
the Marcosian rite was a prefiguration of the perfect eschat. gical 
marriage union. At the end of the world-process, Achamoth will 
enter the Pleroma and receive the Savior as her bridegroom. The 
perfected "spiritual seed" will then be given as brides to the angels. 
The "spiritual marriage after the image of the unions above" ex- 
presses in different terms what is meant by "becoming male.” Thus 
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the Valentinians had a very positive image of the marriage union and 
took it as a symbol and type of salvation that restores the original 
androgynous unity of humanity. According to The Gospel of Philip,” 
a book which shows close affinities with the Marcosian teachings, 
when Eve was separated from Adam "death arose. When they re- 
unite and he receives her to himself, death will be no more." Christ 
came in order to remove the separation and unite the male and fe- 
male.” 

Marcus is reported to have had great success with women, which 
his opponents ascribed to his sorcery and love potions. Irenaeus 
claims that Marcus deceived especially wealthy women of high rank 
in order to obtain their property and to abuse them physically. Such a 
woman was prepared "to be united with him in everything, in order 
that she, with him, might enter into the One." ?5 It is apparent that 
Irenaeus no longer understood "the mystery of union" and the rite of 
the “bridal chamber" which was an "anticipation of the eschatologi- 
cal union between the spiritual gnostics and the angels." Such a 
misunderstanding was easily possible, since according to The Gospel of 
Philip the "holy kiss" was the center of the rite: "For the perfect 
conceive through a kiss and give birth. Because of this we also kiss 
another. We receive conception from the Grace (Charis) which is 
among us.’’” In the same Gospel of Philip Mary Magdalene is called the 
“consort of Christ" whom he loved "more than the disciples, and 
kissed her [mouth] often."!? Since the Valentinian system knew 
three Christs and perceived the divine and the world in syzygies 
(couples), it is possible that Mary Magdalene was thought of as con- 
sort of the earthly Jesus, just as the Holy Spirit was the consort of the 
aeon Christ in the Pleroma, and Sophia was the consort of the Savior. 

Gnosticism, we may conclude, employed the categories of “male” 
and "female," not to designate real women and men, but to name 
cosmic-religious principles or archetypes. Salvation in the radically 
dualistic gnostic systems requires the annihilation and destruction of 
the female or the "feminine principle." In the moderately dualistic 
systems, salvation means the reunification of the male and female 
principles in an androgynous or asexual unity. In gnosticism, the 
pneumatics, men and women, represent the female principle, while 
the male principle stands for the heavenly realms, Christ, God, and 
the Spirit. The female principle is secondary, since it stands for the 
part of the divine that became involved in the created world and 
history. Gnostic dualism shares in the patriarchal paradigm of West- 
ern culture.!?! It makes the first principle male, and defines female- 
ness relative to maleness. Maleness is the subject, the divine, the 
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absolute; femaleness is the opposite or the complementary “other.” 
Gnostic dualism reflects the chasm between the world and the divine, 
the body and the spiritual self. We do not know whether this dualism 
also divided men from women and whether, in the rite of “the bridal 
chamber," men represented the male and women the female arche- 
type, since all gnostics understand themselves as "female." 

In any case, here, as in Ephesians, earthly marriage becomes the 
paradigm for heavenly cosmic-divine unification. Like Ephesians the 
Gospel of Philip understands it in terms of its own patriarchal concep- 
tuality. 


Whereas in this world the union is one of husband and wife—a 
case of strength complemented by weakness—in the aeon, the 
form of the union is different, although we refer to them by the 
same names.” 102 


As with the union of Christ and the church in Ephesians, so here too 
“the bridal chamber” is a true mystery that is still hidden. “No one 
shall be able to see the bridegroom with the bride unless one becomes 
one.” However, this mystery does not refer to social-ecclesial-marital 
relationships!” but to the transformation of the full-fledged gnostic 
into a resurrected being: 


Gos. Phil., fully confident in the efficacy of the image, the 'mir- 
rored' bridal chamber, asserts a more optimistic view of world 
and man than one generally associates with Gnostic systems. The 
Creation as such might have originated, and persists still, in mis- 
understanding and ignorance. Nevertheless true believers know 
how to use the vehicles of this world in order to transcend it. This 
transcendence implies, essentially, a collapse of a dualistic world- 
view. 1% 


But such a collapse of a dualistic world view happens for the individ- 
ual soul of the gnostic only. It engenders a spiritual elitism and eccle- 
sial dualism between the full-fledged gnostics who have received 
already "the perfection of the marriage" and the “psychics” or "He- 
brews” who are not able to rise from the "psychic" to the "pneu- 
matic” level of existence. Whereas Ephesians promotes a marriage 
theology of subordination, the Gospel of Philip promotes the sacrament 
of "the bridal chamber" as a spiritual-symbolic means for individual 
perfection and psychological unification. Here "in this world" the 
wife represents "weakness" and must remain "subordinated in eve- 
rything". The female principle is secondary to the male, not only on 
earth but also in heaven. 
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However, such cosmic-anthropological dualism is neither peculiar 
to gnosticism nor limited to it. R. Bear has convincingly shown that 
Philo of Alexandria uses the categories "male and female" in two 
different ways: on the one hand, Philo maintains that the rational 
human soul is closely related to the divine and does not participate in 
sexuality at all, while the human irrational soul that encompasses the 
human body participates in sexual male-female polarity. The catego- 
ries male and female therefore apply to human mortality, not to the 
immortal part of humans created in the image of God. On the other 
hand, Philo uses the category male in order to denote the human 
soul, while he characterizes the irrational soul as female.!?6 In this 
context male is always used in a highly positive fashion while female 
terminology and figures have pejorative connotations. 

Human spiritual and moral development are understood as “be- 
coming male" when the emphasis lies on human effort and askesis, 
while Philo speaks of "becoming a virgin" or "becoming one" in 
order to stress that true virtue is a free gift of God's grace. To become 
"male" or "to become a virgin" is to move beyond the sphere of 
sexual polarity, because the human rational soul created after the 
image of God is neither male nor female. 


The union of human beings that is made for the procreation of 
children, turns virgins into women. But when God begins to 
consort with the soul, He makes what before was a woman into a 
virgin again, for he takes away the degenerate and emasculate 
passions which made it womanish [ethelyneto] and plants instead 
the native growth of unpolluted virtues. Thus He will not talk 
with Sarah till she has ceased from all that is after the manner of 
women [Gen 18:11], and is ranked once more as a pure virgin. 
[Cherubim 50]!7 


Although Philo's language of "male and female" shows close affini- 
ties to much of gnostic language and speculation, Philo's categories 
function within a limited dualism and do not signify two ultimate 
divine principles. 

Patristic writers also assume a far-reaching anthropological dualism 
similar to that of some gnostic writers. Like Philo they refrain, how- 
ever, from generalizing this anthropological dualism into an absolute 
cosmological dualism or divine duality. Instead, they stress that di- 
vine reality is monistic and that duality belongs to this world, to 
creation and the body. While some stress that in Christian marriage 
women and men are companions and siblings, and that both women 
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and men have one creator, one origin, "one image of God, one law, 
one death and resurrection,” ? the majority of the Fathers combine a 
theological monism with an anthropoligical-cosmic dualism. They 
stress that the reality of the divine is monistic and unitary but that 
sexual duality characterizes this world as earthly, bodily reality.!?? 

Like Philo (and Aristotle) the Fathers consider man to be the para- 
digmatic human being and maleness to be symbolic of the divine. 
Whereas their philosophical and theological conceptuality assumes 
the natural inferiority of women and sees the feminine as symbolic of 
earthly, bodily, carnal reality, the logic of their Christian beliefs im- 
posed on them a recognition of the fact that all the baptized are 
equal.!!? Their theological problem was: how can a Christian woman 
who was made inferior by nature, law, and the social-patriarchal 
order achieve in her life the Christian equality which belongs to her as 
a disciple of Christ? The Fathers answered this question by declaring 
that a Christian woman is no longer woman. While a female nonbe- 
liever is defined by her physical sex, the believing woman "pro- 
gresses" to the "perfect man," to the measure of the maturity of 
Christ [cf. Eph 4:13].1!! 

The nonsexual monism of the divine pertains to the soul redeemed 
from the duality of bodily sexuality. The soul is equal and of the same 
essence in man and woman. Male and female are equal in divine 
likeness because on the level of the soul there is neither male nor 
female, but on the historical-creational level woman has to be subor- 
dinated to man. The anthropological corporeal duality of the sexes is 
subsequent to the fall and does not pertain to the original spiritual 
creation in the image of God. Therefore, the virgin or "single one" 
represents the original "spiritual, angelic" human being created in 
the image of God. Having progressed to "the perfect man," she 
ceases to be woman and can be called "man." 


This is a simple though far-reaching transformation of a New 
Testament concept. The equality of man and woman through 
baptism which Saint Paul expressed in the statement, "There is 
neither male nor female" has been severed from baptism and 
made an effect of the ascetic life. In their souls men and women 
are one and the same, though in their bodies they are not. Des- 
tined, however, to be restored in oneness and equality when the 
soul leaves the body, they may already learn to participate in the 
heavenly life. This participation offered to all believers, cannot be 
achieved without strenuous effort: it requires abstinence from 
marriage, reeducation of the senses, and an absolute avoidance 
of the ways of society.!!? 
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Since patristic writers see virginity as the true expression of Chris- 
tian equality, they often very adroitly criticize patriarchal marriage 
and its oppressive effects on women. However, rather than trans- 
forming such patriarchal marriage in terms of Christian equality and 
freedom for women as well as men, they restrict such equality and 
freedom to those who remain free from the social-legal bondage of 
patriarchal marriage that is the result of the curse in paradise. Equal- 
ity of women and men was claimed for only a small number of elite 
Christians who chose the lifestyle of the virgin and ascetic.!? 
Jovinian, who maintained that baptism, not virginity, defines the true 
Christian, was condemned by Pope Siricius in 389/390 c.e. Jerome 
quotes him as having taught "that virgins, widows, and married 
women, once they have been washed in Christ, are of equal merit if 
they do not differ in their other works.''!!* 

Just as gnosticism transposed its cosmic-spiritual dualism into 
ecclesial-spiritual dualism and praxis, so did the patristic church. Not 
all the baptized, but only a spiritual ascetic elite could transcend 
earthly-bodily-sexual dualisms and progress to spiritual perfection. 
Although women were the weaker sex, as ascetics they could become 
"like men." Gnostic and patristic writers agree on this point. The 
theological and christological utilization of the patriarchal submission 
pattern leads to a dualistic ecclesial praxis: true religious women are 
no longer women but have progressed to the "perfect man," while 
Christian married women remain "women" and therefore have to 
suffer the "curse" of patriarchal marriage. Nevertheless, within the 
context of the patriarchal church even those women who had become 
like "males" could not exercise leadership functions because they 
were still women." Since it was restricted to the soul, the disciple- 
ship of equals could neither transform patriarchal marriage nor pre- 
vent the formation of a patriarchal church and the elimination of 
women from its leadership. Gnostic as well as patristic dualisms are 
the ideological result of patriarchal reality and structures. 

In the process, Gal 3:28 was not only modified in terms of the 
patriarchal household, either for missionary or theological reasons, 
but also "spiritualized" because the church and its leadership became 
patriarchalized. Such a patriarchalization of the church is not yet 
found in the first century. In discussing the household-code trajec- 
tory I have attempted to show that patriarchal household and family 
structures were not determinative for the house churches of the early 
Christian mission. 

Moreover, "realized" or "enthusiastic" eschatology and cosmologi- 
cal speculation have engendered a Christian theological adaptation of 


CHRISTIAN MISSION AND THE PATRIARCHAL HOUSEHOLD + 279 


the patriarchal pattern of submission. The widespread exegetical ar- 
gument that enthusiastic theology, realized eschatology, or gnosticiz- 
ing speculations are responsible for the Christian self-understanding 
expressed in Gal 3:28 cannot be proven. To the contrary, the praxis of 
coequal discipleship between slaves and masters, women and men, 
Jews and Greeks, Romans and barbarians, rich and poor, young and 
old brought the Christian community in tension with its social- 
political environment. This tension engendered by the alternative 
Christian vision of Gal 3:38, and not by "enthusiastic excesses," be- 
came the occasion for introducing the Greco-Roman patriarchal order 
into the house church. Colossians and Ephesians testify that realized 
eschatology, rooted in the dualism between this world and the world 
above, is responsible for developing a theological justification of the 
patriarchal order. The Pastoral Epistles allow us to trace the begin- 
nings of patriarchalization not just of the Christian household but 
also of the church as "the house of God." 
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Chapter 8 





The Patriarchal Household 
of God and the 
Ekklesia of Women 


S tudies on the development of church offices and church orders, 
though numerous, are inconclusive.! Despite the work that has 
been done tracing the cultification and clericalization of Christian 
ministry into a hierarchical and monarchical institution capable of 
replacing the political structures of the Roman empire, scant attention 
has been paid to the patriarchalization of Christian ministry and 
church. Some studies of the social world of early Christianity assume 
that a patriarchal self-understanding and structure were integral to 
the Christian missionary movement in the urban centers of the Greco- 
Roman world, while others stress the egalitarian character of the 
Christian group. More recent arguments insist that the two structures 
and attitudes were present in the church from its very beginnings: an 
insistence on the religious equality of believers as sisters and brothers 
combined with a hierarchically ordered superiority of ministers vis-à- 
vis the Christian congregation. 


The equality of believers, regardless of all worldly distinctions 
that might persist outside the church, is one of the pervasive 
themes of early Christianity. . . . Yet we must also recognize 
that there was one group in early Christianity which stood above 
or outside the general equality: the ministry. Already in the New 
Testament period there was a sense in which the apostle was 
superior to other Christians, and in the second century, the dis- 
tinction between clergy and laity acquired clearer definition.? 


This argument, however, telescopes distinct organizational forms 
and ends up with a dualistic understanding of church and ministry. It 
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presupposes that equality and egalitarian organizational structures 
exclude authority and leadership. It overlooks the fact that equality or 
egalitarian structures are characterized by what sociologists call role- 
interchangeability.? Organizational equality is sustained by shifting 
and alternating authority and leadership among members of a group, 
all of whom—in principle—have equal access to authority, leader- 
ship, and power. This was the case in the early Christian movement, 
insofar as all members of the community were Spirit-gifted people of 
God who had received the power and endowment of the Holy Spirit 
for the building up of the community. Different members of the com- 
munity may receive different gifts and exercise different leadership 
functions, but in principle all members of the community had access 
to spiritual power and communal leadership roles. God's gift and 
election were not dependent upon one's religious background, soci- 
etal role, or gender and race. The stress on apostleship in the Pauline 
letters arises because Paul's apostleship was being questioned by 
many, not because of any need to stress the superiority of the apostle 
over and against all other leadership roles.* 

The early Christian missionary movement was not defined by the 
dichotomy between the religious equality of all members and the 
spiritual superiority of the apostle and other ministers. Any basic 
distinction between forms of leadership is primarily one between local 
and translocal leadership. Paul's problems with the community in 
Corinth arose in part from the fact that, as a missionary, Paul was not 
a permanent member of the Corinthian community.? The leadership 
of prophets and apostles was translocal and derived its legitimacy 
from the direct revelation and authority of the resurrected Lord. The 
local leadership—heads of house churches, bishops, deacons, and 
elders—seems to have developed by analogy to the administrative 
offices of Greco-Roman private associations and Jewish synagogue 
organizations, and were dependent on the community. Whereas the 
administrative charisms functioned primarily within the context of 
the house churches and local communities, the leadership of apos- 
tles, missionaries, and prophets was not limited to a local commu- 
nity. 

The shift which took place in the second century was not a shift 
from charismatic leadership to institutional consolidation, but from 
charismatic and communal authority to an authority vested in local 
officers, who—in time—absorb not only the teaching authority of the 
prophet and apostle but also the decision-making power of the com- 
munity. This shift is, at the same time, a shift from alternating leader- 
ship accessible to all the baptized to patriarchal leadership restricted 
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to male heads of households; it is a shift from house church to church 
as the “household of God.” 

Such a shift also entailed a transfer of authority and influence from 
wealthy members of the community to the administrative local offi- 
cers of the church. Although the legal analogy between the early 
Christian community and private associations or clubs is debated, 
the social analogy between the two is, for the most part, accepted. A 
century ago E. Hatch argued that the episkopos and diakonos titles 
designate the administrative and outreach officers of the Christian 
association just as they do in Greco-Roman clubs.’ The elders, in 
turn, represent a council or committee of officers whose membership 
is based on seniority and patriarchal status. These local offices of 
associations were not always permanent, and often depended upon 
election by the club or cult members. Very significant for the life of 
Greco-Roman private associations and clubs were rich donors or pa- 
trons. The Greco-Roman patronage system gave them influence and 
power over the members. Thus, insofar as they provided space and 
assistance—both legal and financial—to the Christian association, 
wealthy members of the Christian community—especially those who 
presided over a house church—had great influence and power in the 
church from its very beginnings. In 1 Cor 1:16 Paul refers to the 
household of Stephanas, the first converts in Achaia who “have de- 
voted themselves to the service (diakonia) of the saints" (16:15). There- 
fore, Paul urges the members of the community to "subordinate" 
themselves to them and to every missionary co-worker and labor- 
er" (16:16). Still, at the beginning of the second century, the au- 
thor of 3 John censures Diotrephes, the head of a house church who 
had refused hospitality to the emissaries of the elder and agitated 
against the elder himself.? To the extent that the offices of bishop and 
deacon began to gain strength and influence at the end of the first 
century by tending to replace all other leadership functions, the influ- 
ence of the wealthy members of the community was progressively 
curtailed and came under the control of the administrative offices. 
Now the rich are admonished to give generously to the church and to 
the poor, but the financial control of church funds shifts more and 
more into the hands of the bishop and the clergy.!° In Greco-Roman 
associations 


the patron gave designated gifts: the inscriptions carefully record 
the terms of the gifts and the limited freedom of the club's offi- 
cers to alter these terms. In the church system, by contrast, the 
exhortation was simply that the rich should give, leaving the role 
of administration entirely to the clergy." 


288 - IN MEMORY OF HER 


Such a division between wealthy laypeople and the clergy is not yet 
found in the New Testament writings, however. The shift from pa- 
tronage to administrative office becomes visible only in the second 
century. It was to have far-reaching consequences for the leadership 
of women, since—in Greco-Roman society on the whole and in pri- 
vate associations in particular—wealth gave women great influence 
and authority. The ascendency of local officers thus generated three 
interlocking developments: (1) the patriarchalization of local church 
and leadership; (2) the merger of prophetic and apostolic leadership 
with the patriarchally defined office of bishop; and (3) the relegation 
of women's leadership to marginal positions and its restriction to the 
sphere of women. 


The Patriarchalization of Church and Ministry 


The three New Testament writings commonly called the Pastoral 
Epistles? are not letters in the strict sense. While 2 Timothy seems 
closest to a personal letter, 1 Timothy and Titus read more like official 
documents of instruction. Only the latter two contain instructions for 
different groups within the church. The time of the apostles is past. 
Only Paul, in whose name the epistles are written, is called an apos- 
tle. Timothy and Titus are evangelists and missionaries, co-workers 
and disciples of Paul but not apostles. Their function, and calling, is 
to protect and foster the true teachings of the tradition. They are to 
combat the proclamation of other teachings and instruct the commu- 
nity regarding "sound" or "good" teaching. 

The Pastorals do not promulgate a church order? as such, with 
clear delineations of particular offices and functions, but are instruc- 
tions on “how to behave in the household of God," the church. It is 
difficult, therefore, to delineate with any clarity the different groups 
to whom they are addressed. Moreover, it is unclear whether the 
apostolic commissioners Timothy and Titus are in charge of several 
churches, how large these churches are, and whether the local church 
still consists of house churches. What is clear, however, is that the 
church is now stratified according to "natural" age and gender divi- 
sions. Though still the new "family," it is clearly understood in terms 
of the patriarchal household. The church is understood as the 
household of God (1 Tim 3:15), the "great house" (2 Tim 2:20) which 
contains many different vessels. Its manager or administrator is the 
overseer/bishop, who must be educated, without reproach, good, 
prudent, just, pious, the husband of one wife, and respected by those 
who do not belong to the community. He should not be a recent 
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convert or seek dishonest gain, but should rather devote himself to 
hospitality. In short, the overseer/bishop should be a good paterfamil- 
ias who has proven capable of governing his own household well (1 
Tim 3:2ff; Tit 1:7ff). Likewise, the elders/presbyters must have proved 
that, as heads of households, they are capable of taking care of the 
whole community.!° 

The subordinate members of the household must, in turn, subject 
themselves to the head of the house. Just as wives (Tit 2:5), chil- 
dren (1 Tim 3:4), and slaves (Tit 2:9) must be submissive within the 
household, so they must observe their subordinate role within the 
community. A wife/woman is to learn in all quietness and submis- 
sion, as her status requires. She is not to teach or have authority over 
a husband/man, since this would violate the order of submission (1 
Tim 2:10-15). Slaves are told to submit to their masters and not con- 
tradict them, while false teachers are accused of being insubordinate 
and of talking foolish things (Tit 1:10; 2:9). Just as slaves should not 
have contempt for their masters (1 Tim 6:2), so the whole community 
should not have contempt for their ministers (1 Tim 4:12; Tit 2:15). 
Just as slaves should be well pleasing to their masters, so Christians 
should be well pleasing to God, their Father (2 Tim 1:2). The over- 
arching value—for the authors of the Pastoral Epistles—is obedience 
and submission to those in authority, so that the community—and 
especially its subordinate members—will be a credit to Christian 
teaching (Tit 2:10, in respect to slaves) and so that, as a result of their 
behavior, "God's word may not be blasphemed” (Tit 2:5, in respect to 
wives). Christians are good citizens, observing the patriarchal order 
of the household and praying “for emperors and all authorities," so 
that they are able "to lead a quiet and peaceful life in all piety and 
dignity" (1 Tim 2:1ff). 

The Pastoral Epistles advocate the patriarchal order of submission 
for more than apologetic reasons, however. The Christian commu- 
nity, as the household of God, has become stratified according to the 
age/gender divisions of the patriarchal household. Ministry and lead- 
ership are dependent upon age/gender qualifications, not primarily 
upon one's spiritual or organizational resources or giftedness. This is 
often overlooked in exegetical discussions which seek to differentiate 
between injunctions for church leaders and those for individual age 
groups divided by gender. This kind of differentiation cannot be 
made because church leadership is based on the societal status dis- 
tinctions of the patriarchal household. For example, the injunction of 
1 Tim 5:1 does not address age groups distinct from groups of minis- 
ters, but addresses both as one and the same group: 
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Do not rebuke an older man/presbyter (presbuteros) but admonish 
him as one would a father, younger men/deacons (reoteroi) as 
brothers, older women/presbyters (presbuterai) as mothers, youn- 
ger women/deacons (neóterai) as sisters in all propriety.!^ 


Thus the leadership of the community consists of male and female 
presbyters on the one hand, and male and female deacons on the 
other. A special group are the widows. These are either women who 
are husbandless or women who have been enrolled as "true wid- 
ows." The overseer/bishop seems to have been chosen from among 
the presbyters and—as in other contemporary organizations—was 
primarily the presiding administrator in charge of the collection and 
distribution of church funds. In this task he was assisted by male and 
female deacons. The presbyterion was the administrative council or 
committee consisting of the esteemed male and female heads of 
households. Since only one overseer/bishop is mentioned in the Pas- 
torals, it is likely that this office was rotated among the presbyters." 1 
Tim 5:17, therefore, makes a distinction between presbyters and pre- 
siding presbyters who govern well. They are to receive double com- 
pensation. Moreover, the function of a presiding presbyter seems to 
have been the same as that of the overseer/bishop, namely, instruc- 
tion and teaching. 

Women presbyters? who were heads of households and house 
churches, therefore, must have taken for granted that they were also 
eligible for the function of overseer/bishop. It is significant that the 
admonition to subordination and quiet behavior? in the worship as- 
sembly of the community is addressed to wealthy women. By prohib- 
iting a woman from teaching and having authority over a man, the 
author—in the name of Paul—denies women any eligibility for the 
office of overseer/bishop. Leading women are still permitted to teach, 
but their teaching is now restricted to the instruction of other 
women.? Thus the injunctions of 1 Tim 2:11 and Tit 2:3-5 are not 
contradictory, but rather present two sides of the same patriarchal 
coin. Women presbyters are to be “priestly” in their conduct and 
prove themselves "good teachers,"?! but their teaching is to be re- 
stricted to the instruction of other women. 

In conclusion, the Pastorals seem to merge the leadership of 
wealthy patrons with that of the local officers of the Christian associa- 
tion. In doing so they stratify church leadership according to patriar- 
chal status and seniority. Leadership in the community still consists 
of male and female heads of households, of male and female presby- 
ters, of fathers and mothers, but their functions are defined and lim- 
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ited according to the status stratifications of the Greco-Roman house- 
hold and society. The ascendency of the patronage system usurps the 
more democratic offices of the private association by incorporating 
the local elite into its own ranks. In so doing, the office of bishop and 
deacon become patriarchalized to the extent that they are modeled 
after the wealthy Greco-Roman household. This development is sup- 
ported by the Jewish patriarchal organizational form of a governing 
council of elders comprising the heads of leading families. The 
leadership and behavior of women and slaves becomes restricted and 
defined according to the patriarchal standards of Greco-Roman soci- 
ety so that outsiders will not take offense at their insubordinate be- 
havior.” The patriarchal order of the house, when applied to the 
order of the church, restricts the leadership of wealthy women and 
maintains the social exploitation of slave-women and men,? even 
within the Christian household community.” 

The First Epistle of Clement,” which might have been written before 
the Pastorals, allows us to glimpse the community's involvement in 
the appointment and dismissal of local officers. The letter is written 
by the church of Rome to the church of Corinth because the latter had 
removed certain presbyters/bishops” from office. The author argues 
that they ought not to have done so because those officers had been 
appointed with the consent of the whole congregation and had per- 
formed a good job. Removal from office by the congregation, then, 
seems to have been the rule whenever the appointed leaders of the 
church failed to perform their office well. Moreover, the author ac- 
knowledges that the Spirit was poured out over all members of the 
community (2.2) and that the congregation must decide what is to be 
done (54.2). Thus it would appear that the author knows of an older 
order in which the local ministers of the church were appointed by 
and dependent upon the whole congregation. Nevertheless he labels 
the initiative of certain members of the community in deposing well- 
esteemed presbyters/bishops as insurrection and strife. He insinuates 
that the deposed officers can trace their office back to the apostles 
(44.2ff) and argues that their opponents should reconsider their inter- 
vention and recant their actions. He concedes that strife and dissen- 
sion had existed in the community of Corinth in Paul's time, but 
argues that the earlier problem was a lesser sin because the Corinthi- 
ans were "partisans of notable apostles and of those they endorsed" 
(47.4ff). 

The key theological concept in 1 Clement is "order." ^ This order is 
conceived of as analogous to the military order of ranks, the levitical 
order of the Old Testament priesthood, and the patriarchal order of 
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the house. The Corinthian male heads of households are praised for 
having kept this patriarchal order in the past (1.3), and are admon- 
ished to reinforce it once more in the present (21.6—9). This order is 
based on nature and rooted in creation. God, therefore, is called 
Father of eternity and Master of the universe "who disciplines us" 
(56.16). Those Corinthians, therefore, who are "responsible for the 
revolt must submit to the presbyters . . . be disciplined . . . learn 
obedience. . . and curb their tongues” (57.1f), so that they can hold 
a creditable, though insignificant, place in Christ's flock, the church. 
Those responsible for removing the highly esteemed elders are char- 
acterized as follows: 


And so “the dishonored” rose up "against those who were held 
in honor," those of no reputation against the notable, the stupid 
against the wise, "the young against their elders.” [3.3] 


By contrast with this sort of conduct, the observance of God's law 
and order by the Corinthians is expressed in the following praise: 


You obeyed your rulers and gave your elders the proper respect. 
You disciplined the minds of your young people in moderation 
and dignity. You instructed your women to do everything with a 
blameless and pure conscience. [1.3] 


It is important to note that among the heroes praised for their 
"humility and obedience" and placed before the community as exam- 
ples to imitate are women. Moreover, women are also among those 
who suffered as victims because of strife and rivalry. Among those 
who caused rivalry are singled out wives who became estranged from 
their husbands and “annulled the saying of our Father Adam, ‘this is 
now bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.’ " (6.3) Those who are 
admonished to learn obedience and curb their tongue include, in 
addition to those who are leaders against the elders/bishops, women: 
"by their reticence let them show that their tongues are considerate. 
Let them grant their love (agape) not with partiality [cf. 1 Tim 5:21] but 
in a holy manner show equal love to all those who fear God" (21.7). 
Finally, when the author calls the insubordinate members to repent- 
ance, he mentions—among the examples of those who were "noble, 
large-hearted, and full of love" (54.1)—many women who, empow- 
ered by God's grace, have "performed deeds worthy of men." 
Though the author mentions no male examples by name, he men- 
tions the names of two women: Judith, who, with the consent of the 
elders, saved her people by endangering her own life, and Esther, 
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who is characterized as a “woman of perfect faith" and “humility.” 
As such, she saved her people from annihilation (55.3-6). Thus it 
seems safe to conclude that among those who were "not highly es- 
teemed" and had "no reputation" (according to the patriarchal values 
of the author), but who had assumed leadership in the community at 
Corinth, were, in addition to young people,” also women. Further- 
more, these women were probably wealthy, if agape can be under- 
stood in a spiritual as well as economic sense. Rather than have their 
donations controlled by the elders/bishops?— who seem to have dis- 
agreed over how their funds were to be distributed—the women 
appear to have joined with those who removed the elders/bishops 
from office. This was a perfectly permissible procedure within the 
context of Greco-Roman private associations. Thus it was not the 
procedure for removal, but the insistence upon the patriarchal sub- 
mission to authority, which was the innovation.* This is clear, since 
even the author of 1 Clement must concede that all have received the 
Spirit. Moreover, the author has no power to reenforce the patriarchal 
order and fails to appeal to any particular person or group who might 
have had the power to do so. Instead, he appeals to the good will of 
the insubordinate members and puts them under moral pressure. 

While 1 Clement does not argue that bishops/presbyters are the 
representatives of God, the Father and Master, Ignatius of Antioch?! 
does accomplish this theological move. As was the case in the Pasto- 
rals, Ignatius does not speak of bishops/overseers in the plural, but 
knows only of one bishop who is clearly distinguished from the dea- 
cons and presbyters. The bishop must become the primary focal point 
for the unity of the church.? He should govern the church assisted by 
deacons and supported by a council of elders. For Ignatius, however, 
the authority of the bishop, deacons, and elders is not derived from 
the apostles, from a chain of succession, or from a chain of tradition. 
Instead, the officers are the earthly type of a heavenly pattern.* In 
this pattern the bishop represents God, the presbyters are the apos- 
tles, and the deacons Christ himself (Magn. 6.1). The authority of the 
bishop is not derived from a historical-sociological connection with 
the apostles but from an archetypal relationship between the one God 
in heaven and God's representative or typos on earth. 

Erik Peterson, in a widely known study, has pointed out that mon- 
otheism has often served to justify politically monarchical rulership: 
one God, one emperor, one empire! In an analogous fashion Ignatius 
stresses: one God, one bishop, one church. However, just as Augus- 
tus is more and more understood as pater patriae, so—for Ignatius— 
the bishop is the type of God, the Father. Though the bishop of the 
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Magnesians is very youthful, he is to be respected by them as fully as 
they respect “the authority of God the Father" (Magn. 3.1). The 
bishop presides “in God's place," while presbyters take the place of 
the apostolic council and deacons are "entrusted with the ministry of 
Christ who was with the Father from eternity" (6.1). Just as Jesus 
Christ did nothing without the Father so the members of the commu- 
nity are to do nothing without the bishop. The Magnesians are to 
defer to the bishop just as Jesus deferred to the Father. 

The Ephesians are admonished not to resist the bishop so that they 
may be subject to God (Eph. 5.3). The Trallians are told to respect the 
deacons for “they represent Jesus Christ, just as the bishop has the 
role of the Father, and the presbyters are like God's council and an 
apostolic band" (Trall. 3.1). On the other hand, those who act apart 
from the bishop, presbyters, and deacons do not have a clear con- 
science (7.2). The presbyters, in particular, are admonished to "en- 
courage the bishop in honor of the Father, Jesus Christ and the apos- 
tles" (12.2). In his Letter to the Philadelphians, Ignatius stresses that the 
bishop does not owe his ministry to himself, or to other people, but to 
"the love of God the Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ" (1.1). The 
Smyrnaeans are admonished to "follow the bishop as Jesus Christ did 
the Father (Smyrn. 8.1). What the bishop approves pleases God as 
well (8.2). Those who honor the bishop honor God, whereas those 
who act without the bishop serve the devil (9.1). Even though the 
bishop can also be likened to Jesus Christ, and all Christians have the 
stamp of the Father, the predominant archetypal relationship is that 
between the one bishop and the one God, the Father who is called 
bishop of everyone (Magn. 6.1). The church is the church of God the 
Father and the beloved Christ (Smyrn. praescr.). In short, the patriar- 
chal order is theologically justified by Ignatius. While 1 Clement 
justifies the patriarchal order with respect to nature and creation, 
Ignatius legitimizes it theologically and christologically. Subordina- 
tion and respect for the bishop, not the discipleship of coequals, are 
theologically developed.? 


The Teaching Authority of the Bishop 


The shift which takes place in the second century with respect to 
ecclesial authority and structure is more than a shift from local leader- 
ship based upon spiritual giftedness and economic resources to a 
patriarchal ascendency of the local officers of the Christian associa- 
tion. It is also a shift from translocal charismatic authority with its 
amalgamation of the apostolic and prophetic toward an understand- 
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ing of authority vested in the local offices, especially the monarchical 
episcopacy. Whereas apostleship® was restricted to the first genera- 
tion, prophecy could be, and was, claimed by the patriarchally de- 
fined episcopacy. 

The authority of the apostle, prophet, teacher,” or missionary was 
based on the direct intervention of the Spirit and an experience of the 
resurrected Lord's presence. Revelation, preaching, and teaching 
were its primary functions. Although we have but scattered refer- 
ences to prophecy in the New Testament, these references testify to 
the ubiquity of this phenomenon in the early Christian movement. 
Prophets and prophecy?? were found in every Christian center of the 
Greco-Roman world. Prophets evidently wielded great authority and 
influence in the first centuries as spokespersons for the resurrected 
Lord, illuminating the present situation of the community theologi- 
cally. 

Prophecy was not, however, restricted to a few men in the early 
Christian movement. Rather, it appears to have been a characteristic 
of the whole community. Christian conversion and baptism led per- 
sons into a community which was the dwelling place of the Holy 
Spirit. Within this community the gifts and endowments of the Spirit 
were experienced and actualized. The foundation of Christian pro- 
phetic gifts must be sought in the early church's belief that—as the 
Spirit-filled congregation—it was the eschatological community, the 
new creation. While the Q document sees Jesus and his followers as 
prophets and messengers of divine Sophia sent as her envoys to each 
generation, Acts understands the outpouring of the Spirit as the ful- 
fillment of Joel's eschatological promise: 


And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out 
my Spirit on all flesh and your sons and your daughters shall 


prophesy . . . and on my menservants and maidservants in 
those days I will pour out my Spirit and they shall prophesy. 
[2:17-18]? 


The members of the early Christian missionary movement under- 
stand themselves as pneumatikoi, Spirit-filled persons. According to 
the Pauline literature, speaking in tongues, visions, miracles, proph- 
ecy, as well as agape, mutuality, and solidarity, were actualizations of 
the creative life-power of the Spirit. Women as well as men received 
such prophetic gifts. As was the case in Judaism and in the Greco- 
Roman world, so also in early Christianity virginity? seems to have 
been associated with prophecy. 1 Clement still knows that the Spirit is 
poured out on all Christians. 
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Early Christian prophecy shared the world experience common to 
the ancient Mediterranean civilization." Many regions throughout 
the Greco-Roman world had oracles or prophets through whom the 
gods made known their will. One of the best-known examples is the 
oracle of Apollo at Delphi.” The Pythia or priestess of the oracle gave 
forth inspired utterances, which were then explained by official inter- 
preters called prophetai. The ecstatic nature of an oracular utterance 
was often emphasized by divine madness. Wild dancing, unintelligi- 
ble speech, and frenzied behavior characterized divine inspiration.? 

This understanding of prophecy as ecstatic behavior and speech is 
also known by Jewish writers such as Josephus and Philo, the latter of 
whom describes his own prophetic experiences as follows: 


By divine possession I fell into rapture and became ignorant of 
everything, the place, the present, myself. . . .* 


This kind of experience came suddenly upon people; it could not be 
induced. In the context of such an experience of rapture and ecstasy, 
a person is a mere instrument in the hands of God. 


A prophet utters nothing of his [her] own, but is the interpreter 
of the promptings of another in all that he [she] proclaims. . . . 
Reason has withdrawn from the citadel of the soul where has 
come to dwell the divine Spirit. . . . The prophet even when 
he [she] seems to be speaking, is in truth quiescent; It is Another 
who uses his [her] vocal organs, tongues and mouth.*° 


In Philo's view the Old Testament prophets were this kind of instru- 
ment of God. Moses stands at the head of them, but prophecy was 
not confined to him because, in a certain sense, “all the Lord's people 
were prophets. It is to every fine and noble creature that prophecy 
belongs. No worthless person may become an interpreter of God." 

Not all prophets—Hebrew or Greek— were mad and frenzied in 
their ecstasis. But they all understood themselves as “mouthpieces of 
God” because their human minds were displaced by the divine Spirit. 
Therefore, they can speak in the first person singular: "I am the 
Alpha and the Omega" or "I am the Way and the Truth." In so doing 
they are not assuming divine prerogatives for themselves, but are 
uttering divine revelation in the direct voice. In the Testament of Job, a 
first-century Hellenistic writing, Job gives his wealth to his seven 
sons, while to his daughters he gives three beautiful girdles which 
come, not from this world, but from heaven. They symbolize the 
prophetic power which will enable them to see future and past, and 
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to speak the language of angels and to sing a song to God and the 
praise of heavenly things.* 

Early Christian prophecy included the element of ecstasy and of 
speaking in tongues, as Paul, Acts, Revelation, and Hermas docu- 
ment.? The prophet proclaimed: "Thus says the Holy Spirit." Paul's 
admonition in 1 Thessalonians,?? "Do not quench the Spirit, do not 
despise prophesying” (5:19f), is almost identical to the phrase used to 
prohibit the stifling of prophetic inspiration by an oracle. His empha- 
sis upon the intelligibility of prophecy in 1 Corinthians 14, however, 
shows that this ecstatic activity of prophets was already being regu- 
lated by redefining it as an intelligible gift to be used for the sake of 
building up the community. Thus it is primarily the agape relation- 
ship among Christians—and not merely ecstatic endowment—which 
manifests the power of the Spirit in their midst. 

The question of how widespread prophecy was in the early Chris- 
tian movement is difficult to answer. From Luke—and the apocry- 
phal Acts of Paul and Thecla—we learn that the major early urban 
Christian centers—Jerusalem, Antioch, and Ephesus—included in- 
fluential prophets who gave their oracles during the liturgy. Prophets 
were certainly present at Corinth and Thessalonica as well. Philip’s 
four prophetic daughters lived in Caesarea, and are said to have 
moved later to Asia Minor. According to Ephesians, the universal 
cosmic church is built on the foundation of apostles and prophets 
(2:20). 1 Tim 4:14 suggests that the grace of leadership and office was 
imparted to Timothy through the word of a prophet at his ordination 
by the elders. In 1 Tim 4:1 the author explicitly proclaims a prophetic 
word of the Spirit in order to denounce his opponents as “false 
prophets.'?! The Revelation of John claims to be "the words of proph- 
ecy," and therefore calls its readers to “hear what the Spirit says."? 

In addition to Revelation, the Didache—a church order probably 
written in Syria toward the end of the first century?— proves that 
prophets and prophecy continued to have authority. People were 
reluctant to exercise judgment on the prophets' words and revela- 
tions for fear of committing blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. The 
Didache cautions: "Do not test or examine any prophet who is speak- 
ing in the Spirit, for every sin shall be forgiven, but this sin shall not 
be forgiven" (11:7). The criterion for judging true prophecy was not, 
as in Paul, a charismatic discernment of the Spirit, but rather the 
prophet's behavior: "But not everyone who speaks in the Spirit is a 
prophet, except the one who has the behavior of the Lord" (11:8). 
Prophets are to be judged on the basis of whether they practice what 
they prophesy, how long they stay in one place, and whether or not 
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they ask money in return for their prophecies. Similar criteria for 
judging behavior are to be found in Matthew and in the Shepherd of 
Hermas. 

On the positive side, the Didache esteems the prophets highly. It 
instructs Christians to give them a share of all their possessions, 
because prophets have the same roles and rights as the Jewish high 
priests. Their prophesying and liturgical speaking may not be con- 
trolled. They are exempted from adhering to the given liturgical 
prayer in celebrating the eucharist. They are free to conduct the sa- 
cred meal and eucharistic thanksgiving "in the Spirit" (10:7). Only if 
there are not prophets present do the tithes go to the poor and the 
liturgical leadership to the local ministers. The Fourth Gospel asserts 
that the Paraclete was sent to all the disciples and its community 
understanding was therefore prophetic.™ It is thus no accident that 
the Fourth Gospel contains very powerful stories about women disci- 
ples like Martha, Mary, and Mary of Magdala. 

Even Ignatius of Antioch—who champions the local ministries of 
bishop, deacon, and elder—claims ecstatic prophecy for himself.” 
When he speaks to the church at Philadelphia, he writes, “I cried out 
while I was there with you, I spoke with a great voice—with God's 
own voice—Give heed to the bishop, the presbytery and the dea- 
cons." Since some of his hearers may have suspected his prophetic 
status, he asserts that it was not really he himself "but the Spirit was 
preaching and saying: do nothing without the bishop" (Phld. 7.1-2). 
Ignatius must appeal to prophetic authority in order to strengthen the 
role and influence of the episcopacy. 

The Shepherd of Hermas, probably written at Rome in the mid-sec- 
ond century, documents the continuing importance of prophecy.” 
True prophets are meek and humble, give no answers to anyone 
when consulted, and do not speak of their own accord. 


When someone who has the Divine Spirit comes into the meeting 
of the righteous who have the faith of the Divine Spirit and 
intercession is made to God from the Assembly, then the angel of 
the prophetic spirit rests on the person and filled with the Holy 
Spirit the prophet speaks to the congregation as the Lord wills. 
[Mandate XI.9] 


False prophets, however, are empty and have no power. They are 
talkative, live in great luxury, accept remuneration for prophesying, 
and—if not paid— will not prophesy. 

In addition to the Montanists, other ascetic and gnostic groups 
stressed the authority of the Spirit, of prophets and ascetics over and 


PATRIARCHAL HOUSEHOLD OF GOD AND EKKLESIA OF WOMEN * 299 


against noncharismatic local officers. Clement testifies that the Valen- 
tinians maintained the earliest Christian traditions on prophecy: 


The Valentinians say that the spirit which each of the prophets 
received specially for his [her] ministry is poured out upon all in 
the church: Therefore the signs of the Spirit—healings and 
prophesyings are accomplished through the church.” 


The bishop Irenaeus polemicizes against the followers of the Valen- 
tinian Marcus.” Despite the theological belief systems of this group, 
which contained gnostic elements, its church order and pneumatic 
self-understanding seem still similar to those found in 1 Corinthians 
and Acts. Thus it may be seen to preserve an original apostolic pro- 
phetic practice. In this group, every initiate was assumed to have 
received the direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Whenever the con- 
gregation met, its members drew lots—a traditional Jewish and early 
Christian practice used to divine the will of God. By means of these 
lots, they were designated variously for the role of the presbyter, for 
celebrating the eucharist as bishop, for reading and expounding the 
Scriptures, or for teaching or addressing the group as a prophet. All 
members—women and men—were eligible to act as bishop, presby- 
ter, teacher and prophet. Because these functions changed from 
meeting to meeting, they never became the exclusive prerogative of 
particular members. The drawing of lots, and the communal charac- 
ter of Spirit-filled leadership, appears close to what we know about 
pneumatic worship in the early Christian movement. This practice, 
moreover, would explain why the New Testament never identifies a 
presider or leader at the eucharist, and why noncanonical writings 
understand the prophet as such a eucharistic leader. 

Women were among the prophetic leaders of the Pauline com- 
munities.’ Luke characterizes Mary™ and Elizabeth, as well as Anna, 
as prophets. He mentions the four prophetic daughters of Philip 
(Acts 21:9), whose fame—according to Eusebius—was so great that 
the provinces of Asia derive their apostolic origin from them. Papias, 
their contemporary in Hierapolis, claims them as one of the living 
sources who told him the wonderful story about the raising to life of 
the wife of Manaen. He also “reproduced a story about a woman 
falsely accused before the Lord of many sins," but Eusebius does not 
tell us whether Papias heard this story, too, from the daughters of 
Philip. Women prophets are thus acknowledged as transmitters of 
apostolic tradition (Ecc. Hist. III.39.7—17). 

John, the author of Revelation, knows of a woman who was a 
prophet-teacher and the head of a prophetic school?! or house church 
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in Thyatira. Her followers are characterized as her disciples with the 
technical term "children" (tekna), an expression found in 2 John for 
the “elect lady's" house-church members. The influence of this 
woman prophet seems to have been strong enough to counter that of 
John, who does not apply the title prophet to himself. It is important, 
however, to note that despite his attack on a particular woman 
prophet-teacher,? John does not discredit female prophecy as such. 
Asia Minor continued to recognize women prophets even into the 
second and third centuries. Thyatira later became a center of the 
Montanist movement. 

In the second century, the Montanists attempted to legitimize their 
prophecy and apostolic origin by establishing a prophetic line of suc- 
cession. They referred to an Asiatic prophet called Ammia, whose 
name was still highly respected at the end of the second century. The 
anti-Montanist Eusebius does not deny her that prophetic ministry, 
but claims her for the Catholics. He lists—in his succession of recog- 
nized prophets— Agabus, Judas, Silas, the daughters of Philip, Am- 
mia in Philadelphia, Quadratus, and some others ( Eccl. Hist. V.17). In 
the middle of the second century, Justin affirms that Christian men 
and women have charisms from the Spirit of God (Dial c. Tryph. 88). 
Irenaeus argues against the Alogoi—a group who denied the validity 
of prophecy— that Paul acknowledged prophetic women and men in 
the community (Adv. Her. III.11). 

The Acts of Paul mentions women prophets like Theonoe, Stra- 
tonike, Eubulla, Phila, Artemilla, and Nympha. At Corinth a prophet 
by the name of Myrta encouraged Paul and the community not to lose 
heart because Paul has to go to Rome. “The Spirit came upon Myrta, 
so that she said. . . . 'Paul the servant of the Lord will save many in 
Rome and will nourish many with the word . . . that there will be 
great grace in Rome.’ "9 The context of the worship service indicates 
that she spoke in the eucharistic assembly. Early Christian prophecy 
was liturgical prophecy. 

Maximilla and Priscilla (or Prisca) were the leading prophets in 
Montanism.™ They were not just companions and followers of Mon- 
tanus, but had equal spiritual gifts and leadership in the Montanist 
movement. Like Montanus, the woman prophets claimed that the 
Paraclete or Holy Spirit spoke directly to and through them. This 
claim was based on faith in the revelations given by the Holy Spirit to 
women and men in prophetic ecstasy. The movement expected a 
speedy coming of the Lord and showed a passionate contempt for 
this world by advocating sexual asceticism, fasting, and martyrdom.9 
The pronouncement of the first three prophets— Priscilla, Maximilla, 
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and Montanus—were written down and gathered together as sacred 
documents, much as the words of the Old Testament prophets, the 
sayings of Jesus, and the letters of the apostles were. 

The two best-known oracles of the Montanist prophets Priscilla and 
Maximilla are significant. When Priscilla was asleep, Christ—in the 
form of a female figure—appeared to her, "caused wisdom to sink 
into her breast and revealed to her that this was a holy place and here 
would Jerusalem descend out of heaven" (Epiph. Her. XLIII.1.3; 
XLVIII.14.1). After the death of Montanus, Maximilla became the 
leader of the movement. She was persecuted, and commissions were 
sent out to expose her as a fraud. Her opponents attempted to raise 
doubts about the genuineness of the movement by testing her spirits. 
Maximilla complained bitterly: "I am pursued like a wolf out of the 
sheepfold; I am no wolf: I am word and spirit and power” (Eus. Eccl. 
Hist. V.16.17). Since the Montanists' opponents could not refute the 
movement on doctrinal grounds, they attacked it by slandering its 
leading prophets. Charges of immorality and of abandoning their 
husbands were brought against the women. It was claimed that Mon- 
tanist leaders committed suicide, and that, in their mysteries, they 
slaughtered children and mingled their blood in the sacrifices, 
charges originally made by pagans against all Christians. Thus, de- 
spite their basic doctrinal orthodoxy, the Montanists were reviled and 
finally driven out of the monepiscopal church. 

The considerable body of anti-Montanist literature focuses its attack 
on the leadership of women in particular. Since Maximilla and Pris- 
cilla were proof that the Holy Spirit spoke through the female sex, the 
Montanists admitted women to church "offices." Didymus (On the 
Trinity III.41.3) maintains that the women prophets in Montanism 
taught and prophesied in the assembly of the community. Firmilian 
knows of a prophetess in Asia Minor who, in 235 c.£., converted many 
laypeople and clerics. She baptized and celebrated the eucharist 
(Cypr. Ep. 75.10). According to Origen "those disciples of women, 
who chose as their master Priscilla and Maximilla, not Christ, the 
spouse of the bride, appeal to the following women prophets: the 
daughters of Philip, Deborah, Mary—the sister of Aaron, Hulda, and 
Anna—the daughter of Phanuel” (Fragm. on 1 Cor. 74). Origen refutes 
this tradition by arguing that these women prophets did not speak in 
public or in the assemblies, but only in private. Finally, Epiphanius 
mentions a number of groups related to Montanism, among them the 
Cataphrygians who held Priscilla and Quintilla in great honor, calling 
them prophetesses. They pointed out that Eve was the first to eat 
from the tree of knowledge to justify the admission of women into the 


302 - IN MEMORY OF HER 


clergy. As precedent for their practice, they referred to Miriam, the 
sister of Aaron, to the four prophetic daughters of Philip and to Gal 
3:28: 


Frequently a procession of seven virgins carrying torches and 
dressed in white, is seen entering their assemblies. Under the 
power of prophetic delirium, they lamented the miseries of the 
human conditions and surrendered themselves to noisy peniten- 
tial demonstrations, so that the assistants also cried with them. 
But this is not all—they had women bishops and presbyters, 
since as they said they did not discriminate with regard to sex, to 
be in accord with the statement of Paul: In Christ Jesus there is 
neither male nor female.© 


The second and third centuries are characterized by the struggle of 
the prophetic and local ministry for authority in the church. It is not 
the canon—as Adolf Harnack believed—but the episcopal hierarchy 
which replaced early Christian prophecy. The final redaction of the 
Didache allows for the appointment of bishops and deacons when no 
prophets are found in the midst of the community “because they also 
minister to you the ministry of the prophėts and teachers” (15:1). In 
the mid-second century, the Martyrdom of Polycarp calls him “a 
prophetic man,” indicating that his prophetic leadership was more 
highly acclaimed than his function as local bishop. Similarly, toward 
the end of the second century, the bishop Melito of Sardis is charac- 
terized as a prophet who uttered ecstatic revelations. It seems, in the 
second century, that the gift of prophecy was claimed first to 
strengthen the authority of the local bishop, then it was occasionally 
assumed that the bishop possessed the gift of prophecy, and then 
finally the authority of the bishop came to replace that of the 
prophet.” In later centuries only the official hierarchy could claim to 
speak "with God's own voice." 

Everything we know about the Montanist movement comes from 
very biased and often slanderous sources, since their own writings 
were ordered burned by an imperial edict in 398 ce. Hippolytus 
acknowledged that the doctrine of the Montanists and of the great 
church were the same, except for the Montanists' introduction of a 
stricter discipline. The competition between the emerging episcopal 
hierarchy and the traditional authority of the inspired prophet gener- 
ated a bitter struggle against not only the Montanist movement but 
also against other ascetic, ecstatic, or gnostic groups. The struggle 
against Montanism, however, indicates that what was at stake was 
not a doctrinal issue but a competition between radically different 
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church structures and Christian self-understandings. The Monta- 
nists, as well as many other groups, stressed the authority of the 
Spirit, that is, the authority of the prophets or ascetics, over and 
against the authority of noncharismatic local officers. 


But this initial clash between the authority of Church officials 
who mediate the message of God from the past with the free 
spirit of new ongoing, and uncontrolled "revelations" was an 
instance of a fundamental type of conflict. The Montanist contro- 
versy illustrates one type of basic disagreement that has re- 
mained with us throughout history. The hierarchically controlled 
church is faced with the accusation that it has maintained order 
and continuity at the price of suppressing or at least restraining 
the spontaneity and effervescence of the Spirit. 


The fact that this kind of a shift took place was still recognized as 
late as the end of the fourth century. Ambrosiaster, a pseudonymous 
Latin work, acknowledges in a commentary on Ephesians that in the 
beginning all taught and baptized (omnes docebant et omnes baptiza- 
bant). Later, however, a different order was instituted for governing 
the church because it seemed an irrational, vulgar, and vile thing that 
all could do everything (. . . coepit alio ordine et providentia gubernari 
ecclesia, quia, si omnes omnia possunt, irrationabile esset et vulgaris res 
vilissima videretur) (Ad Eph. 4:11.12). By the mid-third century, the 
teaching authority of the bishop was so well developed that it seems 
to have become the rule. Now “the ability to transfer Christian teach- 
ing to paper either belonged to the bishop or pointed a man toward 
consecration as a bishop." 9 Whereas in Judaism and in other mystery 
cults, governance and teaching were not combined in one and the 
same office, the patristic bishop enjoyed a special authority in all 
doctrinal matters. 

Even though the Christian missionary movement was a subsociety 
in the Greco-Roman world with an alternative vision and social struc- 
ture, its gradual adaptation to the patriarchal order of Greco-Roman 
society robbed the church of its clear-cut social boundaries vis-à-vis its 
prevalent patriarchal cultural-religious norms and environment. 
While prophetic, ascetic, and gnostic Christianity established its so- 
cial self-identity as spiritual-religious identity in terms of essence and 
lifestyle, patristic Christianity drew its social boundaries in terms of 
submission to the episcopacy, which controlled the doctrinal belief 
systems. The patristic boundaries no longer established Christian 
identity over and against its patriarchal society but over and against 
other Christian social and doctrinal systems.” The patriarchically de- 
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fined authority of the monepiscopacy thus became the social symbolic 
center of unity for patristic Christianity. The teaching authority of the 
bishop is constitutive for the self-identity of the patristic church.” 
Patristic writers, therefore, insist that women cannot teach, have in- 
tellectual leadership, or write books.” Nevertheless, it took centuries 
to gradually eliminate or repress women's authority as official 
prophets and teachers in the church. This process was never quite 
accomplished, however, since—throughout the centuries—women 
have claimed mystic-prophetic teaching authority and have preached 
even to bishops and popes.” 

The arguments against women's public teaching and prophesying 
were developed in a special way in the debate with various gnostic 
groups and with Montanism. Since women actually dared "to teach, 
to debate, to exorcise, to promise cures, probably even to baptize,"7* 
their initiative was curbed more and more by the partriarchally ori- 
ented church. The Apostolic Constitutions of the fourth century declare 
categorically: “We do not permit our women to teach in the church, 
but only to pray and listen to those who teach."7? Furthermore, they 
limit the functions of the deaconesses to keeping the doors and assist- 
ing "the presbyters in the baptism of women for reasons of decency.” 
Thus Montanism, gnosticism, and the patristic church all appealed to 
apostolic revelation and tradition to justify their own church orders 
and theologies. Since the formation of the canon was still in flux some 
groups considered apocryphal writings as Holy Scripture, whereas 
others rejected some of the writings which have become "canonical" 
Scripture. 

How much scriptural interpretation and legitimization served polit- 
ical functions for the church can be illustrated by the example of Mary 
of Magdala.” The canonical Gospels mention women such as Mary 
Magdalene and Salome as disciples of Jesus. Gnostic and other 
groups build on these traditions to claim the women disciples as 
apostolic authorities for the reception of revelation and secret teach- 
ings. Patristic Christianity, on the other hand, attempted to play 
down the significance of the women disciples and their leader Mary 
Magdalene and concentrated on apostolic figures like Peter and Paul 
or the twelve. The debate between various Christian groups on pri- 
macy in apostolic authority is reflected in various apocryphal texts 
which relate the competition between Peter and Mary Magdalene. 

Mary Magdalene is mentioned in all four canonical Gospels as the 
primary witness to the Easter faith-event. However, Luke's Gospel 
already attempts to play down her role as primary witness by stress- 
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ing that the resurrected Lord appeared to Peter on the one hand and 
by omitting a resurrection appearance to the women disciples. The 
third evangelist also stresses that "the words of the women seemed to 
the eleven an idle tale and they did not believe them (Luke 24:11). The 
Epistola Apostolorum, an apocryphal document of the second century, 
underlines the skepticism of the male disciples. In this version Mary 
Magdalene and Sara or Martha and Mary are sent to announce to the 
apostles that Jesus had risen. However, the apostles did not believe 
them, even when the Lord himself corroborates their witness. Only 
after they touch him do they know that “he has truly risen in the 
flesh.’’”” 

The Sophia Jesu Christi relates that the redeemer appears to the 
twelve and the seven women disciples who had followed him from 
Galilee to Jerusalem. Among the women disciples only Mary Mag- 
dalene is singled out by name. The redeemer teaches them about 
salvation and his own and Sophia’s nature. These teachings conclude 
with a statement typical of gnostic writings: "From that day on his 
disciples began to preach the Gospel of God, the eternal Father." 
Obviously, women are counted among those who preach the gospel. 
The Gospel of Philip” and the Dialogue of the Redeemer mention Mary 
Magdalene with two other Marys, whereas the Gospel of the Egyptians 
gives a prominent role to Salome. In the Great Questions of Mary Christ 
gives revelations and secret teachings to his privileged disciple Mary 
Magdalene, whereas the Gospel of Thomas alludes to the antagonism 
between Peter and Mary Magdalene, a theme more fully developed in 
the Pistis Sophia and in the Gospel of Mary (Magdalene).* 

In the third-century writing Pistis Sophia Mary Magdalene and John 
have a prominent place among the other disciples.*! Jesus himself 
stresses that these two will surpass all his disciples and all those 
"who shall receive mysteries of the ineffable." "They will be on my 
right and on my left and I am they and they are I." Other women 
disciples mentioned are Mary, the mother of Jesus, Salome, and Mar- 
tha. Mary Magdalene asks thirty-nine out of forty-six questions and 
plays a major role in giving interpretation. Peter's hostility toward her 
is apparent throughout the whole work. He objects, "My Lord, we 
shall not be able to endure this woman, for she takes our opportunity 
and she has not let any of us speak, but talks all the time herself." 
Mary in turn complains that she hardly dares to interpret the revela- 
tions received, because Peter who "hates the female race" intimidates 
her so much. However, she is told that anyone who receives revela- 
tions and gnosis is obliged to speak, no matter whether it is a woman 
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or a man. The argument between Peter and Mary Magdalene clearly 
reflects the debate in the early church on whether women are the 
legitimate transmitters of apostolic revelation and tradition. 

This controversy is even more pronounced in the second-century 
Gospel of Mary.? At the end of the first part, Mary Magdalene exhorts 
the disciples to proclaim the gospel despite fear and anxiety. After the 
departure of Jesus the disciples are not willing to do so because they 
fear they might suffer the same fate as did their Lord. Mary Magda- 
lene assures them that the Savior will protect them and that they 
should not be afraid because he has made them to be "men." The 
second part of the work begins with Peter asking Mary to share with 
them the revelation which she has received from the Savior who 
loved her more than all women. But Peter and Andrew react with 
unbelief when she tells them about a vision she has received. Peter 
articulates the objection of the male disciples: "Did he then speak 
privily with a woman rather than with us and not openly? Has he 
preferred her over and against us?" Mary is offended and insists, 
weeping, that she has not invented her visions nor lied about the 
Savior. Levi comes to her defense and rebukes Peter: 


Peter, thou hast ever been of hasty temper. Now I see thou dost 
exercise thyself against the woman like the adversaries. But if the 
Savior has made her worthy, who then art thou to reject her? 
Certainly the Savior knows her surely enough. Let us rather be 
ashamed, put on the perfect Man, as he has charged us, and 
proclaim the Gospel.9 


This polemical dialogue reflects the opposition that Christian 
groups encountered when they appealed to the women disciples as 
scriptural precedents and apostolic figures. Those groups, accepting 
apostolic authority of women, in turn might have argued that anyone 
who rejects the traditions and revelations transmitted under the 
name of a woman disciple rejects the revelation of the Savior and fails 
to proclaim the gospel.* Those who claim the authority of Andrew 
and Peter and argue against the teaching authority of women because 
of their hate for the female race distort the true Christian message. 

The arguments of the patriarchal opposition are found in various 
third- and fourth-century church orders. The Didascalia Apostolorum 
argues that women were not appointed to teach and to preach. It 
does, however, acknowledge that women were disciples of Jesus and 
refers to three of them by name: Mary Magdalene, Mary the daughter 
of James, and the "other" Mary. However, the Lord did not send 
them “to instruct the people" together with the male disciples. “For if 
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it were required that women should teach, our Master himself would 
have commanded these to give instructions with us.’ The docu- 
ment appeals, however, to the example of the women disciples when 
arguing for the ministry of the deaconesses. 

The so-called Apostolic Church Order transmits a dialogue between 
male and female disciples on whether or not women can celebrate the 
eucharist.® The dialogue is very similar in form to that in the Gospel of 
Mary. However, here it is not just Peter and Andrew but also John, 
James, and Mary herself who object to the eucharistic ministry of 
women. Andrew raises the question as to whether the apostles 
should organize a special ministry for women. Peter points out that 
some steps in this direction have already been taken. He then poses 
the question whether the eucharistic ministry should be open to wo- 
men. Peter objects because at the Last Supper Jesus did not permit 
any woman to stand with the apostles. This argument reflects the 
liturgical practice of a much later time, since according to the New 
Testament Jesus “lay down at table" with his disciples. Martha objects 
that this is not an argument against women's eucharistic ministry. 
Jesus did not allow women to stand with the men because Mary, who 
was earlier identified as Mary Magdalene, had laughed. Mary rejects 
this accusation of Martha and quotes a saying of Jesus against the 
eucharistic ministry of women: "The weak shall be saved through the 
strong"; that is, women through men and not vice versa. A woman 
herself is used here to provide the theological argument against wom- 
en's ministry. 

In a similar fashion the Questions of Bartholomew* have Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, argue that women should pray standing behind the 
men, because the Lord (actually Paul) said that the head of man is 
Christ but the head of woman is man. However, later Mary herself 
stands up and lifts up her hands in prayer. The Dialogue Between a 
Montanist and an Orthodox*? highlights the debate around the ecclesial 
leadership of women, clearly indicating that it centers around ques- 
tions of public teaching and intellectual theological leadership, even 
in the middle of the fourth century. 


Montanist: Why do you reject the holy women Maximilla and 
Priscilla, and say that women are not permitted to prophesy? 
Didn't Philip have four daughters who prophesied? And wasn't 
Deborah a prophetess? And didn't the Apostle say: "Every 
woman praying or prophesying with her head uncovered. . .’’? 
If women are not permitted to prophesy, they are not permitted 
to pray either. But if they pray, let them also prophesy! 
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Orthodox: We do not reject the prophecies of women. Blessed 
Mary prophesied when she said: “Henceforth all generations 
shall call me blessed." And as you yourself say, Philip had daugh- 
ters who prophesied, and Mary, the sister of Aaron, prophesied. 
But we do not permit women to speak in the assemblies, nor to 
have authority over men, to the point of writing books in their 
own name: since, such is, indeed, the implication for them of 
praying with uncovered head. . . . Wasn't Mary, the Mother of 
God, able to write books in her own name? To avoid dishonoring 
her head by placing herself above men, she did not do so. 


Montanist: Do you say that to pray or to prophesy with uncovered 
head implies not to write books? 


Orthodox: Perfectly. 


Montanist: When Blessed Mary says: “Henceforth all generations 
shall call me blessed," does or doesn't she speak freely and 
openly?" 


Orthodox: Since the Gospel is not written in her name, she has a 
veil in the Evangelist. 


Montanist: You shouldn't take allegories for dogmas! 


Orthodox: There is no doubt, indeed, that Saint Paul took allego- 
ries as confirmation of dogmas when he said: "Abraham had two 
wives; since these women are two covenants, he spoke in an 
allegorical sense." If the head covering is not to be understood 
allegorically, you must renounce allegorical interpretations in all 
cases. If there is a poor woman who cannot afford to cover her 
head, should she abstain from praying and prophesying? 


Montanist: Do you think that it is possible to be so poor that a 
person couldn't have a head covering? 


Orthodox: We have often known women who could not afford to 
cover their head. But since you do not admit that there are poor 
women who cannot afford to cover their head, what do you do 
about those who are being baptized? Shouldn't these women 
pray? And what do you say about men who frequently, on ac- 
count of illness, cover their head? Are you going to prevent them 
also from praying and prophesying? 


Montanist: When he is praying or prophesying, he must uncover 
his head. 


Orthodox: Must we not pray without ceasing, or should we dis- 
dain the teaching of the Apostle, who says: "Pray without ceas- 
ing"? Do you advise a woman not to pray when she is being 
baptized? 
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Montanist: Is it because they have written books that you do not 
receive Priscilla and Maximilla? 


Orthodox: It is not only for this reason, but also because they were 
false prophetesses, following their guide Montanus. 


Montanist: Why do you think that they were false prophetesses? 
Orthodox: Didn’t they say the same thing as Montanus? 
Montanist: Yes. 


Orthodox: Well, Montanus has been convicted of saying things 
contrary to Holy Scripture. These two, therefore, must without 
doubt be rejected with him.* 


Jerome probably used this dialogue in his response to Marcella, to 
whom a Montanist had presented arguments for the scripturally 
founded faith of the Montanist movement. Didymus the Blind, an- 
other late-fourth-century writer, also seems to derive his information 
from this source: 


Scripture recognizes as prophetesses the four daughters of 
Philip, Deborah, Mary, the sister of Aaron, and Mary, the 
Mother of God, who said, as recorded in the Gospel: "Hence- 
forth all women and all generations shall call me blessed." But in 
Scripture there are no books written in their name. On the con- 
trary, the Apostle says in First Timothy: "I do not permit women 
to teach," and again in First Corinthians: "Every woman who 
prays or prophesies with uncovered head dishonors her head." 
He means that he does not permit a woman to write books impu- 
dently, on her own authority, nor to teach in the assemblies, 
because, by doing so, she offends her head, man: for "the head 
of woman is man, and the head of man is Christ." The reason for 
this silence imposed on woman is obvious: woman's teaching in 
the beginning caused considerable havoc to the human race; for 
the Apostle writes: "It is not the man who was deceived, but the 
woman. ''?9 


The injunction of the Pastorals that women not be allowed to teach 
and have authority over men is here understood as an apostolic pro- 
hibition against writing books on their own authority. 


The Genderization of Ecclesial Office 


Patriarchalization of the early Christian movement and ascendency 
of the monarchical episcopacy?! not only made marginal or excluded 
women leaders in the early church but also segregated and restricted 
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them to women's spheres, which gradually came under the control of 
the bishop. Nevertheless, it must be emphasized again that the writ- 
ings suggesting this kind of patriarchal dynamic are prescriptive rather 
than descriptive, since the male clergy were often dependent upon 
wealthy and influential women even into late antiquity.?? Ideological 
prescription and actual social reality do not always correspond. 

The author of the Pastorals admonishes not the bishop but the 
apostolic delegate to regulate and control the “widows” within the 
community. Requirements fcr their enrollment into the ranks of wid- 
ows are similar to those for bishops and deacons.” Just as the male 
leader must have proven himself a good paterfamilias, not newly con- 
verted to Christianity, and with a good reputation among outsiders, 
so the widow must show evidence of having been a good materfamil- 
ias, having brought up her children well and having been the wife of 
one husband. By contrast, though a bishop need not be unmarried 
and advanced in age, this requirement is set forth for the widow only. 
It seems, therefore, that widows had leadership positions similar to 
those of the bishop, but—because they were women—they were 
treated differently. This is obvious not only in the pay/honor they 
receive—which is only half of that of the teaching presbyter—but 
also in the conditions and requirements placed on them. 

1 Tim 5:3-16?* addresses four distinct problems: (1) the financial 
support of the widow; (2) the conditions and qualifications for being 
enrolled officially as a widow; (3) the question of young widows; and 
(4) the question of widows who are supported by a Christian woman. 

The author asserts that only "true widows” deserve the support of 
the community. A true widow is a woman who is completely alone 
and has no surviving family. Thus the author redefines widowhood, 
not simply as the state of being without a husband, but as a state in 
which a woman has no family at all. Such widows place their hope in 
God and pray day and night. Interestingly enough, while insisting on 
the dependence of widows upon their families, the author attacks 
those widows who are well off and can afford a comfortable lifestyle. 
Widows who have a family to support them are not to be paid by 
the congregation but are to be taken care of by their children or 
relatives.?? This is reiterated at the beginning and the end of this first 
section. No such provision is set forth with respect to male elders or 
bishops. Their remuneration depends not upon their family status 
but upon their ability to teach and govern the community well. They 
are to receive double the amount widows receive. 

The requisites for official enrollment in the rank of widows are 
advanced age, a good record of family and household management, 
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and works of service, hospitality, and assistance to those in need. 
Here again the requirements are similar to those for male officers. Just 
as the bishop is required to live in an impeccable marriage relation- 
ship and to govern his household and children well, so, too, for the 
widow. However, though the bishop need not be celibate while in 
office, the widow must be. There is some question whether the re- 
quirement that she must have raised children refers to her own chil- 
dren or to the raising of orphans who, according to the Shepherd of 
Hermas, seem to have been entrusted to the care of the community 
widows.” It seems more likely here, however, that the author is 
thinking of the widow's own children who are now grown up and are 
thus a testimony to her "good work" as materfamilias. Like the bishop, 
the widow must have practiced hospitality, which was very impor- 
tant for early Christians traveling from place to place. Unusual is the 
requirement that "she must have washed the feet of the saints," a 
duty usually performed by slaves or servants. Finally, she must have 
assisted those who were afflicted and in need, as well as devoted 
herself to doing good in every way. 

Thus the widow to be enrolled must have shown irreproachable 
conduct as materfamilias, as well as a Christian, since "good deeds" 
characterize true Christian behavior in the Pastorals. However, 
whereas in the section pertaining to the bishop's qualifications, only 
elements pertaining to his status either as head of a household or as a 
proven Christian are considered, the widow to be enrolled is given a 
list of duties which she must have performed. Finally, the requirement 
that a widow to be enrolled must be sixty years old must be a new one 
introduced by the author, since he himself appears to know of “youn- 
ger" widows, and both Ignatius and Tertullian testify to the phenom- 
enon. The sixty-year requirement is not so much an age requirement 
as a legal requirement, since—according to Roman legislation—wid- 
ows remaining unmarried should be fifty or sixty years of age, that is, 
past the childbearing years. That what is at stake here is a concern 
with legal requirements becomes clear when we analyze the polemics 
of the author against "younger widows.'?7 

The apostolic delegate is ordered to reject "younger widows" be- 
cause they might be tempted to remarry and thus break their promise 
to Christ. It seems that as long as being a congregational widow was 
understood as a ministry rather than a way of life women enrolled for 
a certain time but were free to marry again. The author seems to have 
a different understanding, however, since he sees widowhood as a 
celibate lifestyle, an innovation when we compare it with the require- 
ments for male officers of the congregation. Although he attacks his 
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opponents for rejecting marriage, he himself makes celibacy a precon- 
dition for enrollment as a congregational widow. The outcome of this 
is pseudo-Paul's insistence that younger women marry, bear chil- 
dren, and rule their households despite Paul's advice, “If the hus- 
band dies she is free to be married to whom she wishes, only in the 
Lord. But in my judgment she is happier if she remains as she is. And 
I think that I have the Spirit of God" (1 Cor 7:39f). 1 Tim 5:14 pro- 
vides the key for this contradiction between Paul and pseudo-Paul. 
Younger women are to follow the societal and legal requirements for 
women of their age so that the Christian reputation will be pre- 
served.” It is possible that these younger women were not “real 
widows,” but unmarried women who were enrolled as “widows.” 
Ignatius, in his Letter to the Smyrnaeans, greets "the houses of my 
brothers with their wives and children, and the virgins who are called 
‘widows’ " (13.1). Tertullian was appalled by an Asian bishop who 
had placed a virgin under twenty years into the order of widows.” 
Thus the official status of unmarried women, especially young 
women, must have caused offense and created tensions with Greco- 
Roman society and was in the way of the patriarchal adaptation of the 
church. 

It is not merely a civil apologetic interest, however, but something 
more which seems to be at work in the author's change of Pauline 
tradition.!? It is said that such younger widows go from house to 
house, learn idleness, and become gossips and busybodies, "saying 
what they should not" (5:13). The author does not say what it was 
that the widows were saying during these home visits. However, he 
admonishes Timothy in 1:3ff to forbid certain people "to proclaim 
other teachings and to indulge in endless stories or myth." Some 
have deprived themselves of the purpose of good instruction by run- 
ning after "foolish talk. They wish to be teachers of the law and do 
not know what they are saying, nor to what they are bearing witness" 
(1:6ff). The opponents’ teaching is based on "deceitful preaching by 
liars" who "forbid marriage and demand abstinence from food" (1 
Tim 4:2-4). Timothy is admonished to "reject the profane stories told 
by old women" (4:7). That the opponents had especially good rela- 
tionships and success with women is stressed in 2 Tim 3:6-9: they 
make their way into households and persuade "idle" or "little" 
women, who are negatively labeled as "overwhelmed with sins and 
driven by all kinds of desires." These women learn and study con- 
stantly, "but they can never arrive at the truth." 

Tit 1:1-14 claims that "foolish talkers and deceivers, especially 
those of the circumcision,” ruin entire households by teaching what 
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is not becoming for the sake of dishonest gain. The members of the 
community ought not to turn away from sound faith by accepting 
Jewish stories and injunctions of people who turn their back on the 
truth. Although exegetes have yet to agree on the nature of the oppo- 
nents' teachings and their Judaizing tendencies, they nevertheless 
assume that these opponents are men. It is possible, however, that, 
among those opponent teachers, there were also women who were 
found among the young “widows.” Apparently the author cannot 
prove that these young unmarried women taught anything heretical, 
but that their whole lifestyle corresponded to that taught by the oppo- 
nent teachers. It is possible that these other teachers were from the 
same circles responsible for the apocryphal Acts,!?! especially the Acts 
of Paul and Thecla, or other encratite, ascetic groups who allowed 
women to teach and participate fully in the church's ministry.!? Over 
and against them, the author stresses "good citizenship" as the major 
content of Christian praxis and genderizes ministerial functions by 
prohibiting women from teaching, making them responsible instead 
for "the good works" characteristic of Christian agape. 

After having severely curtailed the numbers and influence of the 
“true widows,” the author insists that widows who live in the house 
of a Christian woman ought not to be paid by the community as well. 
Thus it would appear that in the beginning of the second century 
unmarried Christian women were already living together in commu- 
nity. Such communities of women are well known from the third and 
fourth centuries, but this passage suggests their existence already at 
the beginning of the second. Ignatius, in his letter to Polycarp 
(4:1-5:2), mentions three distinct social groups: widows, slaves, and 
married people. 


Do not let the widows be neglected. After the Lord you must be 
their guardian. Nothing is to be done without your approval, and 
you must do nothing without God—as indeed is your practice. 
Stand firm. Meetings should be more frequent; seek out all indi- 
vidually. 


Since, in his Letter to the Smyrnaeans, Ignatius puts “the households 
of married members" in parallel with the "virgins who are called 
widows” (13.1), we can surmise that these widows lived together in 
households. The households of Alce and Tavia might have been such 
house churches of widows. Apparently Polycarp was not, in Igna- 
tius’s opinion, paying sufficient attention to, or exercising enough 
control over, the widows. He is told that he should act as their guard- 
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ian, which implies legal as well as administrative and personal con- 
trol. 

According to Roman marriage legislation, the wife remained in the 
power (manus) of her father, and was, after twenty-five, only subject 
to the formal supervision of a legal guardian (tutor) or lawyer. Since 
wealthy women could choose their guardian, such legal supervision 
was often minimal.! Roman women thus retained control of their 
own property and could divorce themselves from their husbands 
without too much difficulty. In the papyri, the Greek word used here, 
frontistés,' refers to the guardian or trustee of women who could not 
represent themselves in law courts. The word can, moreover, con- 
note the managerial administration of a household or association. In 
an inscription from Pamphylia, a frontistés of the synagogue is men- 
tioned. Whether the word implies the legal tutorship and administra- 
tion of the widows’ affairs, or is used here in a more generalized 
sense, in any case it enforces the control of the bishop over the wid- 
ows, and seeks to curtail their independence. This is emphasized by 
the following injunctions: “nothing should be done without your 
approval" and "stand firm." 

The next admonition—to hold meetings more frequently and to 
know all individually— gives us a clue as to the problem which Igna- 
tius had in mind but does not spell out.!? In his Letter to the Smyr- 
naeans he had been concerned with the behavior of some deviant, 
probably docetist, members of the community, who did not attend 
the eucharist of the bishop but baptized and did the agape without 
him. Since such meetings without the bishop are not mentioned in 
Ignatius's other letters, they seem to be typical for Smyrna (7:1; 8:2). 
Is it conceivable that certain widows were accustomed to holding the 
eucharist in their homes? If such is the case, Ignatius does not pro- 
hibit this activity or censure the widows. He only insists that nothing 
be done without the approval of the bishop, because only that eucha- 
rist is "valid which is celebrated either by the bishop or someone he 
authorizes" (8:1). It would appear that the call for more frequent 
meetings and for personal acquaintance with every member of the 
community, especially the widows, is Ignatius's way of strengthen- 
ing the control and supervision of the bishop. 

While the injunctions of the Pastorals genderize the local minis- 
tries, those of Ignatius place women's ministerial leadership under 
the strict control of the bishop. Such control seems not to be under- 
stood merely as spiritual supervision, but is conceived as well in 
terms of legal and economic control which curtails the independence 
of unmarried women in the church. In this context, however, it is not 
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only widows, but also slave-women and married women who are 
told not to expect emancipation from the church. Slave-women 
should not expect to be bought free with church funds, while married 
women are told to be satisfied or content with their husbands. At the 
same time, the bishop is put in control over ascetics, as well as over 
those contracting marriage. While in Rome marriage was not a reli- 
gious affair and ceremony, now it is to be contracted only with the 
approval of the bishop.!96 

In conclusion: The Pastorals as well as the letters of Ignatius give us 
some indication that the gradual patriarchalization of the church and 
its leadership also engendered the "church of women," that gather- 
ing of unmarried, independent women who seem to have formed 
their own house church and religious association. This was possible 
since religious associations or cults restricted to women were known 
in the ancient world." Nevertheless, the gradually patriarchalized 
episcopacy sought, very early on, to control these women's associa- 
tions socially, legally, and economically.!? Whereas Ignatius sees the 
bishop in the role of the legal guardian, the Pastorals seek to restrict 
the numbers of women officially engaged and paid as ministers. 

In so doing, the Pastorals generate a split between orthodox teach- 
ing and orthodox praxis, between proclamation and diakonia. A simi- 
lar division was also observed in Acts 6ff, which reserves missionary 
preaching to the apostles and restricts the Hellenists to service at 
tables (diakonein). This division of ministerial work in Acts, however, 
is not yet genderized. By constrast, the Pastorals entrust right teach- 
ing and transmission of tradition to men, while they demand from 
women the "good works" of Christian orthopraxis. Moreover, they 
do not forbid women elders to teach, but they restrict their teaching 
to the instruction of women. Women elders are told to be "good 
teachers" and to instruct younger women, but they are not allowed to 
teach or have authority over men. The stress on patriarchal submis- 
sion and order of the church engenders the genderization of Christian 
ministry. That other Christians of the time had a different perception 
of discipleship and ministry is obvious when we look at the primary 
Gospels, particularly Mark and John. 


Women as Paradigms of True Discipleship 


Where the post-Pauline writers seek to stabilize the socially volatile 
situation of coequal discipleship by insisting on patriarchal domi- 
nance and submission structures, not only for the household but also 
for the church, the original Gospel writers move to the other end of 
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the social "balance" scale. They insist on altruistic behavior and serv- 
ice as the appropriate praxis and ethos of Christian leadership. As we 
have seen, egalitarian leadership, sociologically speaking, is "shift- 
ing" or "alternating" leadership. To stabilize shifting situations of 
alternating leadership and power, one can introduce either perma- 
nent status relationships of dominance and submission or those 
which call forth altruistic behavior that benefits the whole group. 
Independent of each other the evangelists called Mark and John 
gathered traditional materials and stories about Jesus and his first 
followers and molded them into the Gospel form.!? They did so not 
because of antiquarian or nostalgic interest in the past of Jesus' life, 
but because they believed that the resurrected Lord was, at that time, 
speaking to their communities in the words and deeds of Jesus of 
Nazareth.!? Both Gospels emphasize service and love as the core of 
Jesus' ministry and as the central demand of discipleship. The Gospel 
of Mark was written at approximately the same time as Colossians, 
which marks the beginnings of the patriarchal household-code trajec- 
tory. The final redaction of the Gospel of John emerges at about the 
same time as the Pastorals and the letters of Ignatius, and might 
address the same communities in Asia Minor.!!! It is, therefore, sig- 
nificant that the first writers of Gospels articulate a very different 
ethos of Christian discipleship and community than that presented 
by the writers of the injunctions to patriarchal submission, although 
both address Christian communities in the last third of the first cen- 


tury. 


The Gospel of Mark 

The unknown Christian who brought the various traditions and 
stories about Jesus of Nazareth together into a coherent narrative 
structure did so in order to strengthen the faith and praxis of the 
Christian community to whom s/he writes. Though scholars differ in 
their assessment of the theological tendencies and the historical situa- 
tion in Mark, most agree that “the Jesus tradition was appropriated in 
this gospel in such a manner as to bear directly on the needs, respon- 
sibilities, self-understanding, anxieties, conflicts and weaknesses that 
characterized their community in their time."!? The kind of commu- 
nity to which Mark writes is mirrored in his/her picture of the disci- 
ples, their questions, reactions, and failures. 

Discipleship in Mark is understood as a literal following of Jesus 
and of his example.!? Mark's christological emphasis, however, is on 
the necessity of Jesus' suffering, execution, and death. True under- 
standing of Jesus messiahship does not come through the experience 
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of miracles or through his public preaching or private instructions, 
but only in and through "taking up the cross" and following him on 
the way of suffering and death.!!^ The true meaning of Jesus is not 
perceived in his miracles or in his teaching with authority, then, but 
only in and through the experience of persecution and suffering for 
the gospel's sake. 

Suffering is not an end in itself, however, but is the outcome of 
Jesus' life-praxis of solidarity with the social and religious outcasts of 
his society. The threefold announcement of Jesus' suffering in 
8:22-10:52 is followed each time by the misunderstanding of the disci- 
ples and Jesus' call to discipleship as a "following" on the way to the 
cross. Just as rejection, suffering, and execution as a criminal are the 
outcome of the preaching and life-praxis of Jesus, so will they be the 
fate of the true disciple. In Mark's view, this is the crucial christologi- 
cal insight that determines both Jesus' ministry and Christian disci- 
pleship. This theology of death and suffering is developed for Chris- 
tians who are being persecuted, handed over to sanhedrins, beaten in 
synagogues, and standing trial before kings and governors "for Jesus' 
sake." Such arrests and trials are occasions for "giving witness" and 
"preaching the gospel in the whole world," for testifying in the 
power of the Spirit. They are instigated by hatred for Christians, even 
by their closest relatives and friends: "Brother will betray brother to 
death, and the father his child; children will rise against their par- 
ents and have them put to death" (Mark 13:12). Thus the Markan 
Gospel situates the persecutions and sufferings of its community in 
the context of tensions within their own households.!^ While the 
writers of 1 Peter or the Pastorals seek to lessen these tensions by 
advocating adaptation to the dominant society and avoidance of giv- 
ing offense, the Markan Jesus clearly states that giving offense and 
experiencing suffering must not be shunned. A true disciple of Jesus 
must expect suffering, hatred, and persecution. 

The section on “true discipleship" (Mark 8:22-10:52) is introduced 
and concluded with miracle stories about the healing of blind per- 
sons. The second healing story emphasizes that faith has the power 
to save and to enable one to walk the road of suffering discipleship. 
Thus the blind man who is healed and can see again becomes the 
paradigm of Jesus' true disciple. These two healing stories frame the 
three predictions of Jesus’ suffering, execution, and resurrection. All 
three follow the same literary pattern: after the prediction is pro- 
nounced (8:31; 9:31; 10:33f), a problem of misunderstanding occurs 
(8:32; 9:32; 10:35-41), which in turn is followed by an instruction on 
the nature of true discipleship (8:34-38; 9:33-37; 10:42-45). 
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While the first instruction on true discipleship is addressed to all 
the disciples, the second and third specifically address the twelve and 
discuss their form of leadership. Whereas the first instruction is an 
invitation to follow Jesus in suffering and persecutions even to the 
point of jeopardizing one's life, the latter two address the question of 
leadership in the community. Both stress that the greatest, that is, the 
leaders in the community, must become the least, that is, the servants 
of all.!!6 In the first section the paradigm for such leadership behavior 
is a child/slave who in antiquity was totally powerless and at the 
mercy of the paterfamilias. Unlike the post-Pauline texts which admon- 
ish slaves and children to obedience and submission, the Markan 
Jesus exhorts those who are first to accept fully such persons of low 
status and to become their servants. 

However, just as the disciples— with Peter as their spokesperson— 
do not comprehend Jesus' announcements of the necessity of suffer- 
ing and death, so they fail to understand his invitation to appropriate 
Christian leadership. The third call to suffering discipleship, there- 
fore, makes the same point even more forcefully. The sons of Zebe- 
dee, James and John, ask for the places of glory and power in Jesus' 
empire. Jesus points out that they are not promised glory and power 
but suffering and persecution. He explicitly stresses that while pagan 
leadership is based on power and domination of others, among 
Christians such patriarchal relationships of dominance are prohib- 
ited. The leaders of the community must be servants of all and those 
who are preeminent must become slaves of all.!!7 

Community leaders are not to take the position of rulers but rather 
that of slaves because Jesus gave his life for the liberation of many. 
His death is understood as a ransom, as money paid for the liberation 
of slaves. The text does not speak of liberation from sins but of mak- 
ing free citizens of many. Jesus' death—understood as the liberation 
of many people— prohibits any relationship of dominance and sub- 
mission. Leaders and highly esteemed members of the community 
must become equal with the lowest and socially weakest members of 
the community by becoming their servants and slaves. Equality is to 
be achieved through altruism, through the placing of interests of 
others and of the community first. 

Whereas post-Pauline writers advocate adaptation to their society 
in order to lessen tensions with that society and thus to minimize the 
suffering and persecution of Christians, the writer of Mark's Gospel 
insists on the necessity of suffering and makes it quite clear that such 
suffering must not be avoided, especially not by adapting the struc- 
tures of Christian community and leadership to Greco-Roman struc- 
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tures of dominance and submission. Whereas the post-Pauline writ- 
ers appropriate the power of the paterfamilias for the leadership of the 
community and appeal to Christ's example in order to advocate freely 
chosen submission and suffering for slaves, Mark's Gospel insists 
that genuine Christian leadership can only be exercised as freely cho- 
sen servanthood and slavery of those who claim greatness and prece- 
dence in the Christian community. Peter, however, together with the 
eleven, does not understand Jesus' teaching about his own suffering 
or that which characterizes true Christian leadership. 

Scholars agree that Mark's portrayal of the leading male disciples is 
rather critical and almost negative.!? Not only do they misunder- 
stand Jesus and his mission, they also misconstrue his nature and 
identity. Finally, they betray, deny, and abandon him during the time 
of his arrest and execution. Despite Jesus' special instructions and 
severe reprimands, they fail to comprehend both Jesus' suffering 
messiahship and his call to suffering discipleship. While some exe- 
getes attempt to soften the critical features of the Markan portrayal of 
the leading male disciples, others suggest that this redactional criti- 
cism aims at correcting a false christology on the part of Mark's "op- 
ponents” who understand Jesus either as a great miracle worker!?? or 
a political Messiah, but reject Jesus' teachings on suffering. Such a 
christology might have been advocated by the leadership of the 
church in Jerusalem, but Mark advocates for his community a differ- 
ent christology.!?? 

Such a characterization of Mark's "opponents" in terms of a false 
christology fails to account sufficiently for the fact that the three pre- 
dictions of Jesus' passion are not ends in themselves but climax in the 
call to suffering discipleship and domination-free leadership. What is 
at stake is right leadership. This interpretation is supported by the 
whole Markan context which addresses other problems of communal 
life and Christian praxis. The christological statements in this section 
on discipleship function theologically to undergird the Markan Jesus' 
insistence on suffering discipleship and ministerial service. Domina- 
tion-free leadership in the community and being prepared to undergo 
sufferings and persecutions are interconnected. 

The misunderstanding and incomprehension of suffering disciple- 
ship exemplified by the twelve turns into betrayal and denial in the 
passion narrative. Judas betrays Jesus, Peter denies him, and all the 
male disciples abandon him and flee into hiding. But while the circle 
of the twelve male disciples does not follow Jesus on his way to the 
cross for fear of risking their lives, the circle of women disciples 
exemplifies true discipleship.'*! Throughout the Gospel Mark distin- 
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guishes between the circle of the twelve and a wider circle of disciples 
who, as Jesus' "very own," have received the mystery of the "empire 
of God" (4:11). Though the twelve are identified as men, through the 
list of names taken over by Mark from tradition, the wider circle of 
disciples are not identified as males. That Mark's androcentric lan- 
guage functions as inclusive language becomes now apparent in the 
information that women disciples have followed Jesus from Galilee to 
Jerusalem, accompanied him on the way to the cross, and witnessed 
his death. Just as in the beginning of the Gospel Mark presents four 
leading male disciples who hear Jesus' call to discipleship, so at the 
end s/he presents four leading women disciples and mentions them 
by name. The four women disciples—Mary of Magdala, Mary, the 
daughter or wife of James the younger, the mother of Joses, and 
Salome—are preeminent among the women disciples who have fol- 
lowed Jesus, just as Peter, Andrew, James, and John are preeminent 
among the twelve. Though the twelve have forsaken Jesus, betrayed 
and denied him, the women disciples, by contrast, are found under 
the cross, risking their own lives and safety. That they are well aware 
of the danger of being arrested and executed as followers of a political 
insurrectionist crucified by the Romans is indicated in the remark that 
the women "were looking from afar.'"!?? They are thus characterized 
as Jesus’ true “relatives.” 

Mark uses three verbs to characterize the discipleship of the 
women under the cross: They followed him in Galilee, they ministered 
to him, and they "came up with him to Jerusalem" (15:41). The verb 
akolouthein characterizes the call and decision for discipleship (1:18).?? 
In 8:34 and 10:28 Jesus insists that following him meant “to take up 
the cross," that is, to accept the danger of being executed (8:34). In 
pointing out that the disciples have left everything and followed 
Jesus, Peter is told that their reward here is both the new familial 
community and persecution. The women are thus characterized as 
true disciples of Jesus who have left everything and have followed 
him on the way, even to its bitter end on the cross. 

The second verb diakonein emphasizes that the women disciples 
have practiced the true leadership demanded of the followers of 
Jesus. We have seen that diakonein cannot be restricted to table service 
only, since diakonia summarizes the whole ministry of Jesus, who 
does not subordinate and enslave others in the manner of gentile 
rulers (10:42), but is the suffering servant who liberates and elevates 
them from servitude. Similarly, those who exercise leadership in the 
community must take the last place on the community's social scale 
and exercise their leadership as servitude. Like Peter's mother-in-law 
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(1:31), the women under the cross are characterized as those disciples 
who have understood and practiced true Christian leadership. !*4 

The last verb synanabainein refers not only to the four leading 
women disciples but to all the women disciples who had followed 
Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem. Interestingly enough, apart from this 
passage, this verb is found only in Acts 13:31 where it refers to those 
who had encountered the resurrected Lord and become his wit- 
nesses. 


And for many days he appeared to those who came up with him 
from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his witnesses to the 
people. 


The women who have followed Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem are 
thus characterized as apostolic witnesses. Whereas Acts presents the 
twelve as the foremost apostolic witnesses," Mark characterizes as 
such the women disciples under the cross. They are also mentioned 
after Jesus has died and the way into the temple sanctuary has been 
opened to all. Together with the Roman centurion who—as witness 
of the suffering and death of Jesus—confesses him as the Son of God, 
the women disciples under the cross signify that the community of 
Mark, including its leadership, was open across social, religious, sex- 
ual, and ethnic lines. This community no longer acknowledges any 
cultic purity laws (cf. chaps. 5 and 7) and rejects for its own leader- 
ship the dominance-submission pattern prevalent in Greco-Roman 
society and apparently advocated by some leading Christian authori- 
ties. 

A similar indirect polemic against the male disciples is also indi- 
cated in the beginning and end of the passion narrative. It is a woman 
who recognizes Jesus' suffering messiahship and, in a prophetic-sign 
action, anoints Jesus for his burial, while "some" of the disciples 
reprimand her. Further, it is a servant woman who challenges Peter 
to act on his promise not to betray Jesus. In doing so she unmasks 
and exposes him for what he is, a betrayer. Finally, two women, 
Mary of Magdala and Mary (the mother) of Joses, witness the place 
where Jesus was buried (15:47), and three women receive the news of 
his resurrection (16:1-8). Thus at the end of Mark's Gospel the 
women disciples emerge as examples of suffering discipleship and 
true leadership. They are the apostolic eye-witnesses of Jesus' death, 
burial, and resurrection. 

Such a positive interpretation of the emerging women disciples at 
the end of Mark's Gospel, however, seems prohibited by 16:8, the last 
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verse of the Gospel.?* Here it seems that the evangelist introduces 
the women disciples in order to show that like the twelve the women 
disciples also failed the test of true discipleship. By adding v. 7 and 8b 
to a traditional resurrection account, Mark at first glance seems to 
expose the women as disobedient to the command of the youth or 
angel. Theodore Weeden has therefore concluded that the twelve 
never received the news about the resurrection and thus were never 
rehabilitated in the eyes of the Markan community.? The Gospel 
seems to climax with the failure of the women disciples to announce 
the good news of the resurrection, with their disobedient flight and 
silent fear. If this is the case then the other disciples together with 
Peter and the twelve never heard the gospel of the resurrection. 

However, such a reading of the Gospel's ending is not necessary. It 
overlooks the fact that the women disciples flee not from the angel 
and the resurrection news but from the tomb."? While all the disci- 
ples and the unknown young man flee at the arrest of Jesus, the 
women flee from the tomb that is empty. To be found at the tomb of 
someone executed was to risk being identified as his/her fol- 
lower, and possibly even being arrested. The women's fear therefore 
was well founded.!? The statement that they kept silent because of 
this fear of being apprehended and executed like Jesus does not imply 
that they did not obey the command of the angel, however. General- 
ized instruction to keep silence does not prevent disclosure to a speci- 
fied individual (or group). It simply relates to the ‘public at large'.''?! 
For instance, in Mark 1:44 Jesus charges the healed leper: “See that 
you say nothing to anyone; but go show yourself to the priest. . . ." 
The command to be silent does not exclude the information that must 
be given to the priest. Similarly, the silence of the women vis-à-vis the 
general public does not exclude fulfilling the command to “go and tell 
the disciples and Peter," and communicating the resurrected Lord's 
message of his going ahead to Galilee where they shall see him. Mark 
16:7 and 8b, therefore, are not to be related as command and disobe- 
dience of the command, but as command and obedience which brings 
the message to special designated persons but does not inform any- 
one else. 

Despite the extraordinary fear for their lives the women disciples 
stood with Jesus in his suffering, sought to honor him in his death, 
and now become the proclaimers of his resurrection. They preserve 
the messianic identity of the crucified and resurrected Lord which is 
entrusted to the circle of the disciples. Despite their fear and flight the 
good news of the resurrection is carried on. The Markan community 
still experiences this fear of Mary Magdalene and the other women. ! 
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Like Peter, the community is tempted to betray Jesus in order to avoid 
suffering. The community gathers in secrecy and in house churches. 
It knows that the revelation of Jesus’ true identity as the suffering 
Messiah is given to his disciples but not to outsiders. It struggles to 
avoid the pattern of dominance and submission that characterizes its 
social-cultural environment. Those who are the farthest from the cen- 
ter of religious and political power, the slaves, the children, the gen- 
tiles, the women, become the paradigms of true discipleship. 


The Gospel of John!” 

The Fourth Gospel is written some twenty to thirty years after 
Mark. Although it is an independent version of the Gospel form, it 
also can be divided into three sections: Jesus’ public ministry (the 
book of signs: chaps. 1-12), a special section of instructions for his 
disciples (chaps. 13-17), and the passion and resurrection narrative 
(chaps. 18-20). Chapter 21 probably was added by a final redactor. 
While Mark's instructions on discipleship center primarily around the 
necessity of suffering messiahship and suffering discipleship,* the 
Johannine discipleship instructions focus on the motif of altruistic 
love and service, though this topic is also found in Mark's disciple- 
ship instructions. 

Like the Markan church, the Johannine community experiences 
persecutions and difficulties." The "world" not only hated and 
killed Jesus because of the revelation he had to give, it also hates 
Jesus' disciples who, like him, are witnesses before the world (15:27; 
17:14). Jesus had revealed that God loves the world (3:16)—or in the 
words of 1 John that God is love (4:8).?9 Having shown his love by 
giving his life for his own, by making them "friends," Jesus asks 
them therefore to love each other. The disciples give witness to the 
world insofar as they love one another (13:34f). This love is at its 
greatest when they give their life for their friends (15:13), for in doing 
so they demonstrate that they are not "of this world," that is, that 
their life is defined not by the destructive powers of hate and death 
but by the life-giving power of God revealed in Jesus. As Jesus has 
loved them until the last second of his life, so the disciples are to love 
one another. In and through their love for each other they are called 
to give public witness to the life-giving power of God's love revealed 
in Jesus. By this praxis of agape all people will know that they are Jesus’ 
disciples. Thus discipleship must be lived in service and love. It must 
be lived as a public witness which indicts the hate and death-dealing 
powers of “the world.”!°” Although the Fourth Gospel is interested in 
a political apology vis-a-vis Roman political authorities, it does not 
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advocate an adaptation of the community to Greco-Roman patriarchal 
power structures. It insists that Jesus’ power and the community of 
friends called forth by him is not “of this world" of hate and death. 

That the Johannine community is an alternative community clearly 
comes to the fore in Jesus' sign-action, washing his disciples feet. 
Whereas in the Pastorals the enrolled widows are required "to have 
washed the feet of the saints," in the Fourth Gospel this is Jesus' 
action of love to be followed by all his disciples.!5 Jesus’ whole minis- 
try and his revelation of God is summed up in this scene: 


Now before the feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that his 
hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father, having 
loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. 
[He] rose from supper, laid aside his garments, and girded him- 
self with a towel. Then he poured water into a basin, and began 
to wash the disciples' feet, and to wipe them with the towel with 
which he was girded. . . . When he had washed their feet and 
taken his garments, and resumed his place, he said to them, “Do 
you know what I have done to you? You call me teacher and 
Lord; and you are right, for so I am. If then I, your Lord and 
teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one 
another's feet. For I have given you an example that you also 
should do as I have done to you. Truly, truly I say to you, a 
servant [or slave] is not greater than [his/her] master; nor is [s/he] 
who is sent greater than [s/he] who sent [him/her]. If you know 
these things, blessed are you if you do them. [13:1, 4—5, 12-17] 


The act of the foot washing and Jesus' interpretation of it are inter- 
rupted by the misunderstanding and protest of Peter, who does not 
understand that the disciples are already clean and holy through the 
word that Jesus has spoken to them (15:3; 17:17). The purpose of the 
symbolic sign-action is not ritual cleansing but the completion of 
Jesus' revelation in his praxis of service and love. If Peter fails to 
receive the service of love he has no part in Jesus and his ministry. 
If relationships of equality are characterized by shifting relation- 
ships of power and by alternating leadership open to every member 
of the community, then the Johannine Jesus advocates the exercise of 
leadership and power through alternating service and love among the 
disciples who are understood as a community of friends.!? Therefore, 
the Fourth Gospel never stresses the special leadership of the twelve 
among the disciples, even though it knows of the circle of the twelve. 
All the members of the community have received the Spirit, are born 
anew (3:3-9), and have received the powers of the new creation. The 
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resurrected Lord appears to all the disciples, not just to the twelve. 
All the disciples are the recipients of the same mission Jesus had 
(20:21), they all receive the Spirit (v.22), and they are all given the 
power to forgive sins (v.23). If Raymond E. Brown is correct in his 
assumption that the pre-Gospel narrative referred to the eleven,‘ 
then the fourth evangelist has changed the tradition deliberately to 
refer to all the disciples and not primarily to the twelve (cf. Matt 16:19; 
18:18; 28:16-20). The Johannine community of friends understands 
itself primarily as a community of disciples. The Beloved Disciple is 
their apostolic authority and symbolic center. This community is con- 
stituted as the discipleship of equals by the love they have for one 
another. 

The disciple whom Jesus loved"! is historically not identified by 
name. He appears for the first time at the Last Supper, characterized 
as the hour “when Jesus having loved his own, now showed his love 
for them to the very end." The Johannine Jesus celebrates his Last 
Supper not just with the twelve but with all the disciples. The resur- 
rected Lord appears to all the disciples, gives them his peace and 
entrusts them with his mission. By enlivening them with the Spirit he 
constitutes all of them as the new creation (cf. Gen 2:7) and empowers 
all of them to forgive sins, to bind and to loose (20:19-23). Therefore, 
the Johannine Jesus likens the "hour" of his exaltation on the cross 
and the time of the disciples’ bereavement to the experience a preg- 
nant women has before and after giving birth. Just as the woman 
experiences anxiety and sorrow in anticipation of the child's birth, so 
the disciples are sorrowful and afraid because of Jesus' departure. But 
just as the woman is glad and full of joy when the child is born, so the 
disciples will have peace and joy after their new life and future is 
revealed in Jesus’ resurrection (16:20—22). 

Though the term disciple is inclusive of the twelve and though the 
fourth evangelist knows of their leading role in the tradition, s/he 
nevertheless explicitly contrasts the Beloved Disciple with Peter. The 
Johannine community clearly regards the twelve and their spokes- 
man Peter as belonging to Jesus’ "own," but by contrasting the com- 
munity’s hero with Peter they implicitly maintain the superiority of 
their own form of discipleship over that of Petrine Christianity. 
Though Peter is rehabilitated in the redactional chapter 21, the bulk of 
the Gospel narrative points in the other direction. Under pressure he 
denies that he is “a disciple of Jesus" (18:17-25); at the Last Supper 
Peter depends on the Beloved Disciple for information (13:23-26); he 
is not found under the cross of Jesus the hour when the new commu- 
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nity is born (19:26f); he is not the first to believe in the resurrection 
(20:2-10); and he does not recognize the resurrected Lord (21:7) as the 
Beloved Disciple does. 

Thus Brown seems to be correct in his conclusion that the "Johan- 
nine Christians, represented by the Beloved Disciple, clearly regard 
themselves as closer to Jesus and more perceptive"!? than the 
churches who claim Peter and the twelve as their apostolic authority. 
One of those Christians claiming the name and authority of Peter is 
the writer of the first letter of Peter, who insists on the submission of 
slaves and wives. The dispute between Johannine and Petrine Chris- 
tianity seems not to have centered on christological issues but on 
questions of discipleship. Chapter 21 acknowledges Peter's pastoral 
leadership of nurture but only on the condition that he "loves" Jesus, 
that is, that he subscribes to the altruistic leadership advocated by the 
Johannine Jesus (21:15-19).19 

The discipleship and leadership of the Johannine community is 
inclusive of women and men. Although the women mentioned in the 
Fourth Gospel are examples of discipleship for women as well as 
men, it is nevertheless astonishing that the evangelist gives women 
such a prominent place in the narrative. S/he begins and ends 
Jesus' public ministry with a story about a woman, Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, and Mary of Bethany. Alongside the Pharisee Nicodemus 
s/he places the Samaritan womany; alongside the christological confes- 
sion of Peter s/he places that of Martha. Four women and the Beloved 
Disciple stand under the cross of Jesus. Mary of Magdala is not only 
the first to witness the empty tomb but also the first to receive an 
appearence of the resurrected Lord. Thus at crucial points of the 
narrative women emerge as exemplary disciples and apostolic wit- 
nesses. Although the story about the woman caught in adultery is a 
later addition to the Gospel's text, the interpolator nevertheless had a 
fine sense for the dynamics of the narrative which places women at 
crucial points of development and conífrontation.!? That such a pre- 
eminence of women in the Johannine community and its apostolic 
tradition caused consternation among other Christians is expressed in 
4:27f where the disciples are "shocked" that Jesus converses and 
reveals himself to a woman. The evangelist emphasizes, however, 
that the male disciples knew better than to openly question and chal- 
lenge Jesus' egalitarian praxis. 

Jesus' public ministry begins with a miracle at a wedding in Cana. 
The pre-Johannine story, which might have belonged to the miracle 
source taken over and redacted by the evangelist, stresses Mary's 
influence! as the mother of Jesus, since she intervenes for her 
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friends to compel Jesus to work a miracle. The tensions in the text 
indicate that the evangelist has modified this traditional account by 
inserting v. 4: “woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has 
not yet come." Since we have no precedent in Jewish or Greco- 
Roman sources for a son to address his mother as "^woman,"!^ the 
address distances Jesus from his biological mother and rejects any 
claims she might have on him because of her family relationship to 
him. At the same time, it places Mary of Nazareth at the same level as 
the Samaritan woman (4:21) and Mary of Magdala (20:13), both of 
whom were apostolic witnesses and exemplary disciples. Here Mary 
proves herself to be such. Despite the rebuff she admonishes the 
servants (diakonoi): "Do whatever he tells you." If the Johannine com- 
munity acknowledged diakonoi as leading ministers of the commu- 
nity, then Mary's injunction has symbolic overtones for the readers of 
the Gospel. In the beginning of the gospel ministry the leaders of the 
community are admonished: "Do whatever he tells you." Further, it 
is stressed that this exhortation must be accepted not because it 
comes from Jesus' mother but because it is given by a woman disciple. 

The revelatory dialogue of Jesus with the Samaritan woman pro- 
gresses through misunderstandings to a greater perception of the 
revealer. The whole section climaxes in the confession of the Samari- 
tans that Jesus is the "savior of the world." The dramatic dialogue is 
probably based on a missionary tradition that ascribed a primary role 
to a woman missionary in the conversion of the Samaritans.!*? Exe- 
getes agree that the Johannine community had a strong influx of 
Samaritan converts who might have been catalysts for the develop- 
ment of the high christology of the Gospel.!? The present Johannine 
community reaps the harvest made possible by the missionary en- 
deavors of a woman who initiated the conversion of the Samaritan 
segment of the community. In the "interlude" about missionary work 
(4:31-38) Jesus uses the Pauline verb kopian to describe her missionary 
work, “I have sent you to reap what you have not labored for. Others 
have labored, and you have come in to enjoy the fruits of their labor” 
(4:38). Since the term is used here in a technical missionary sense, the 
woman is characterized as the representative of the Samaritan mis- 
sion. 

Missionary conversion is understood by way of analogy to the call 
to discipleship. Just as Andrew calls his brother Peter into the disci- 
pleship of Jesus by telling him “we have found the Messiah" 
(1:40-42), so the woman's testimony motivates the Samaritans to 
come to him (4:39). Just as Nathanael becomes a disciple because 
Jesus knew what he had done under the fig tree (1:46-49), so the 
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woman becomes a witnessing disciple because “he told me all that I 
ever did" (4:29). In 17:20 it is stressed that Jesus prayed not only for 
the disciples but also for "those who believe in him through their 
word." Using almost the same words, 4:39 states that many Samari- 
tans believed in him "because of the words of the woman who testi- 
fied." However, they come to full faith because of the self-revelation 
of Jesus. The Johannine community in Samaria no longer bases its 
faith on the proclamation of the missionaries but on its own experi- 
ence of the presence and revelation of Jesus. 

Finally, it is significant to note the response of the woman to Jesus 
and the content of his revelation. Faith and revelation are the two 
motifs that dominate the dramatic narrative. How revelation and faith 
interact dialectically can be seen in the progress of the christological 
statements: Jew (v. 9), Lord (v. 11), greater than our father Jacob (v. 
12), prophet (v. 19), salvation comes from the Jews (v. 22), Messiah 
(v. 25), I am (v. 26), Christos (vv. 25, 29), Savior of the world (v. 42). In 
addition to the major topic of mission, two additional themes are 
dealt with: the gift of the revealer—living water—and the worship of 
the new community. 

The question of the fullness of life which the revealer gives and 
promises is elucidated throughout the Gospel. Wine, water, bread, 
light, truth, way, vine, door, word, are essential to human life be- 
cause without them people perish. These images not only designate 
Jesus himself but, at the same time, his gifts for life, the living and 
life-giving divine powers that lead to eternal life as well. It is the Spirit 
who creates and sustains such life (cf. 3:8; 6:63). The life mediated 
through the Spirit 


is the great gift of salvation, representing an active and vital 
reality in persons so that the image of the source welling up 
unfailingly could also be applied to it. 


The second theme in the revelatory dialogue with the Samaritan 
woman is that of “worship in spirit and truth” (4:20-24). The central 
symbol of religious power for the Johannine community is no longer 
either the Temple in Jerusalem or the one at Gerizim. Already in 
2:13-22 we learned that the risen Jesus' "body" is the place where 
God is to be worshiped, the true temple replacing the central Jewish/ 
Samaritan symbol of religious power. For the Johannine community 
the time is now, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in 
Spirit and truth, because God is Spirit, the life-giving power to be 
adored. Such worship takes place in the community of believers who 
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are born anew in the Spirit and are called to "do the truth" (3:21). It is 
the worship of those who are made holy through the word and for 
whom social-religious distinctions between Jews and Samaritans, 
women and men no longer have any validity. 

Jesus' public ministry climaxes in the revelation that Jesus is the 
resurrection and the life (11:1—54).?! Whereas in the original miracle 
source the raising of Lazarus stood at the center of the story, the 
evangelist has placed the dialogue and confession of Martha at the 
center of the whole account. Central to the dialogue with Martha is 
the revelatory saying of Jesus in 11:25f, "I am the resurrection and the 
life. . ." as well as Martha's response in v. 27: “Yes, Lord, I believe 
that you are the Christ, the son of God, who is coming into the 
world." As the raising of a dead person the raising of Lazarus is the 
greatest miracle and therefore the climax of the "signs" of Jesus. 
However the evangelist has not placed it at the end of Jesus' public 
ministry and the beginning of Jesus' passion because of its miraculous 
character, but rather to make it clear that Jesus who will be killed is in 
reality "the resurrection and the life." The miracle becomes a sign 
pointing to the true resurrection and everlasting life: to Jesus himself. 
Although believers may suffer human death, they have life in an 
ultimate sense. In faith, human life gains a new dimension that does 
not know ultimate death; and this new dimension of life, eternal life, 
is opened up through Jesus. 

Martha, Mary, and Lazarus are characterized as Jesus' friends 
whom he loved (11:5). They are his true disciples and he is their 
"teacher." Martha, after receiving the revelation and expressing her 
faith in Jesus’ word, goes and calls Mary (11:20), just as Andrew and 
Philip called Peter and Nathanael. As a "beloved disciple" of Jesus 
she is the spokeswoman for the messianic faith of the community. 
She confesses, however, her messianic faith not in response to the 
miracle but in response to Jesus' revelation and challenge: "Do you 
believe this?" Her confession parallels that of Peter (6:66-71), but is a 
christological confession in the fuller Johannine messianic sense: Je- 
sus is the revealer who has come down from heaven. As such it has 
the full sense of the Petrine confession at Caesarea Philippi in the 
synoptics, especially in Matt 16:15-19. Thus Martha represents the 
full apostolic faith of the Johannine community, just as Peter did for 
the Matthean community. More importantly, her faith confession is 
repeated at the end of the Gospel in 20:31, where the evangelist 
expresses the goal of her/his writing of the Gospel: "but these are 
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and that believing you may have life in his name." If Robert Fortna is 
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correct that this summary statement concluded the signs source, !? 
then it might be possible to conjecture that the evangelist deliberately 
put these words of his/her source into the mouth of Martha as the 
climactic faith confession of a "beloved disciple" in order to identify 
her with the writer of the book. Such a suggestion is not inconceiv- 
able since we do not know who the writer of the Gospel was. On the 
other hand, such a conjecture can neither be proven nor disproven 
historically. 

While Martha of Bethany is responsible for the primary articulation 
of the community's christological faith, Mary of Bethany articulates 
the right praxis of discipleship. She is explicitly characterized as a 
beloved disciple whom the teacher has specifically called. She had 
many followers among "the Jews" who came to believe in Jesus 
(11:45). Though in 11:1-54 Mary plays a subordinate role to that of 
Martha, in 12:1-8 she is the center of action.'? The evangelist might 
have used a tradition which was similar to Luke 10:38—42, in addition 
to the Markan (Matthean) anointing story and the Lukan story of a 
great sinner who washed Jesus' feet with her tears and dried them 
with her hair. The meal is in Bethany. (In Mark it is at the house of 
Simon the Leper, whereas here no name of the host is given). That 
Martha served at table could be an allusion to Luke 10:40, but it is 
here seen much more positively. If Corell's suggestion is right that 
the only established office in the Johannine community was that of 
diakonos,'*4 then Martha is characterized here as fulfilling such a min- 
istry. In John, Mary and Martha are not seen in competition with each 
other, as is the case in Luke. They are characterized as the two minis- 
ters at a supper, which takes place on a Sunday evening, the day on 
which the early church celebrated the eucharist. 

Mary's anointing of Jesus' feet resembles the anointing story of the 
synoptics, but in the Johannine tradition the woman is not left un- 
named. However, the feature of her wiping away the anointment 
with her hair is awkward and draws our attention to it. Therefore, it is 
possible that this gesture points forward to the Last Supper of Jesus, 
where Jesus washes the disciples’ feet? and dries them with a towel. 
Moreover, the centrality of Judas both in this scene and in the foot 
washing scene emphasizes an evangelistic intention to portray the 
true disciple Mary of Bethany as counterpart to the unfaithful disciple 
Judas Iscariot. Whereas according to Mark 14:4 "some" and according 
to Matt 26:8 "the disciples" object to the waste of precious oil, in John 
it is Judas who objects and he does so because of avarice. Thus not 
only the person of Judas but also the male objection to Mary's minis- 
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try of anointing is discredited. This is also emphasized by the harsh 
rebuke of Jesus: “Let her alone.” If we take all these different aspects 
of the story into account, it is most likely that the evangelist is inter- 
ested in portraying Mary of Bethany as the true disciple and minister 
in contrast to the betrayer who was one of the twelve. She anticipates 
Jesus’ command to wash the feet of each other as a sign for the agape 
praxis of true discipleship. Both stories—the messianic confession of 
Martha and the anointing of Jesus’ feet by Mary—point to the death 
and resurrection of Jesus, to his hour of glorification. 

According to the Fourth Gospel, women—Jesus’ mother, his moth- 
er's sister, Mary, the wife of Cleopas, and Mary Magdalene—and one 
male disciple stood by the cross of Jesus (19:25-27). Numerous stud- 
ies of this scene have been written and a variety of symbolic meanings 
has been suggested.!°° The most likely meaning of the scene is proba- 
bly indicated by the explicit statement that the mother of Jesus be- 
came a part of the Johannine community after the death and resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. Interestingly enough, neither she nor the Beloved 
Disciple are mentioned by name. Here, as in chapter 2, she is ad- 
dressed by the title “woman” and thus characterized as one of the 
apostolic women disciples. The scene then probably has a meaning 
similar to that of Mark 3:31-35, where the discipleship community of 
Jesus as the replacement for all ties and claims of the patriarchal 
family is also stressed. In Jesus' death the "new family" of disciples is 
constituted, thus making them brothers and sisters. The scene then 
seeks to communicate the same message given in the prologue: "He 
came to his own, and his own people received him not. But to all who 
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become 
children of God (1:11-12). The Beloved Disciple, then, represents the 
disciples of Jesus who, having left everything, now receive a "new 
familial community," houses, and brothers, and, sisters, and moth- 
ers, and children, and lands, and in the age to come "eternal life" (cf. 
Mark 10:29-30). The Johannine community seems to have an under- 
standing similar to that of Mark, namely, that the "new familial com- 
munity" will include "mothers" as well as brothers and sisters, but 
not fathers— because their father is God alone. 

Finally, the scene might also contain some historical overtones. 
Though Jesus' mother is explicitly acknowledged as one of Jesus' 
"own" who are represented by the Beloved Disciple, Jesus’ brothers 
are not so rehabilitated. Raymond Brown has suggested that the 
brothers of Jesus in the Gospel might represent Jewish Christians of 
inadequate faith (John 7:1-.10). According to early Christian tradition 
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James, the brother of the Lord, had received a resurrection appear- 
ance (1 Cor 15:7), had served as leader of the Jerusalem church (cf. 
Gal 1:19; 2:9; Acts 15; 21:18), and had died as a martyr in the early 60s: 


This fits into the present discussion when it is remembered that 
James, the brother of the Lord, was followed during his life-time 
by a number of Jewish Christians in Jerusalem who were more 
conservative than Peter and Paul (Gal 2:12), and after his death 
he became the hero par excellence for the Jewish Christians of the 
second century who gradually separated from the “Great 
Churcha ai 


If Brown’s suggestion has some historical plausibility, then it must 
be pointed out that the fourth evangelist distinguishes between the 
male and female members of Jesus’ family and therefore implicitly 
also between male and female Jewish Christians. Not only the mother 
of Jesus but also her sister are among the faithful followers of Jesus. 
Could it be possible that women members of the Jerusalem church 
were more open to Johannine Christianity, thus prompting the evan- 
gelist to insist that they have become a part of the community of the 
Beloved Disciple? 

The last woman to appear in the Fourth Gospel is Mary Magdalene 
who was also mentioned as standing under the cross of Jesus. She not 
only discovers the empty tomb but is also the first to receive a resur- 
rection appearance. Thus in a double sense she becomes the apostola 
apostolorum, the apostle of the apostles.’ She calls Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple to the empty tomb and she is sent to the "new 
family” of Jesus to tell them that Jesus is ascending "to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God." In contrast to Mark 16:8 we 
are unambiguously told that Mary Magdalene went to the disciples 
and announced to them: “I have seen the Lord." She communicated 
the message to them which he had given to her. Thus she is the 
primary apostolic witness to the resurrection. Whereas Matthew, 
John, and the Markan appendix credit primacy of apostolic witness to 
Mary Magdalene, the Jewish Christian pre-Pauline confession in 1 
Cor 15:3-6 and Luke claim that the resurrected Lord appeared first to 
Peter. Since the tradition of Mary Magdalene's primacy in apostolic 
witness challenged the Petrine tradition, it is remarkable that it has 
survived in two independent streams of the Gospel tradition. More- 
over, later apocryphal writings—as we have seen—reflect the theo- 
logical debate over the apostolic primacy of Mary Magdalene and 
Peter explicitly. 
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The story "in the garden" must not be psychologized. Mary is 
characterized not so much as the "great lover” of Jesus who is upset 
about his death for personal reasons, but rather as representative of 
the disciples' situation after the departure of Jesus. Her great sorrow 
is turned into joy as Jesus had promised in the farewell discourse. She 
is characterized as a faithful disciple in a threefold way. 

First, Jesus addresses her as "woman" and asks: “whom do you 
seek?" The Greek verb zétein has a rich meaning for the Johannine 
community which probably knew its technical meaning of “to study" 
and "to engage in the activities of a disciple." According to Culpep- 
per John 13:33-35 implies 


that even though the disciples could not "seek" Jesus success- 
fully before the resurrection, subsequently (in the Johannine 
school), by observing the new commandment and remembering 
the words of Jesus (15:20; 16:4), they were distinguished from the 
Jews and able to seek (and find) Jesus (the Word). ^? 


Mary Magdalene is the disciple who, despite her sorrow, "seeks" 
Jesus and finds him. 

Second, she recognizes Jesus at the moment when he calls her by 
name. In John 10, the discourse on the good shepherd, Jesus asserts: 
"| am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me" 
(10:14). The good shepherd “calls his own sheep by name and leads 
them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them 
and the sheep follow him for they know his voice" (10:3-4). Just as 
the good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep, so Jesus loved his 
"own" to the end (13:1). Mary Magdalene is characterized as one of 
“his own" because Jesus calls her by name and she recognizes his 
voice. 

Third, her response is that of the true disciple. She recognizes the 
resurrected Jesus as "teacher." As the faithful disciple who "seeks" 
the Lord-Sophia, Mary of Magdala becomes the primary apostolic 
witness to the resurrection. Like Mary of Nazareth, the nameless 
Samaritan woman, Martha, and Mary of Bethany (and perhaps the 
nameless adulteress who was not judged but saved by Jesus), she 
belongs to Jesus' very own disciples. Thus for the evangelist—who 
might have been a woman—these five women disciples are para- 
digms of women's apostolic discipleship as well as their leadership in 
the Johannine communities. As such they are not just paradigms of 
faithful discipleship to be imitated by women but by all those who 
belong to Jesus' "very own" familial community. 
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Conclusion 


Most of our New Testament literature was written in the last third 
of the first century and addressed Christian communities of that time. 
These communities seem to have experienced tensions, troubles, and 
even persecutions from their Jewish as well as their gentile environ- 
ment. Although the post-Pauline literature seeks to lessen these ten- 
sions between the Christian community and Greco-Roman society by 
adapting the alternative Christian missionary movement to the patri- 
archal structures and mores of their Greco-Roman society and cul- 
ture, the primary Gospel writers insist that such sufferings and perse- 
cutions cannot be avoided. Whereas the authors of the Epistles 
appeal to the authority of Paul or Peter to legitimize their injunctions 
for submission and adaptation to Greco-Roman patriarchal struc- 
tures, the writers of the primary Gospels appeal to Jesus himself to 
support their alternative stress on altruistic love and service, which is 
demanded not from the least and the slaves but from the leaders and 
the masters—and I might add, not only from the women but also 
from the men. 

While—for apologetic reasons—the post-Pauline and post-Petrine 
writers seek to limit women's leadership roles in the Christian com- 
munity to roles which are culturally and religiously acceptable, the 
evangelists called Mark and John highlight the alternative character of 
the Christian community, and therefore accord women apostolic and 
ministerial leadership. In historical retrospective the New Testa- 
ment's sociological and theological stress on submission and patriar- 
chal superordination has won out over its sociological and theological 
stress on altruistic love and ministerial service. Yet this "success" can 
not be justified theologically, since it cannot claim the authority of 
Jesus for its own Christian praxis. The writers of Mark and John have 
made it impossible for the Christian church to forget the invitation of 
Jesus to follow him on the way to the cross. Therefore, wherever the 
gospel is preached and heard, promulgated and read, what the 
women have done is not totally forgotten because the Gospel story 
remembers that the discipleship and apostolic leadership of women!9 
are integral parts of Jesus' "alternative" praxis of agape and service. 
The "light shines in the darkness" of patriarchal repression and for- 
getfulness, and this "darkness has never overcome it.” 
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Epilogue 

Toward a Feminist 
Biblical Spirituality: 
The Ekklesia of Women 


Ll the first part of the book I have argued that only in and through a 
critical evaluative process of feminist hermeneutics can Scripture 
be used as a resource in the liberation struggle of women and other 
"subordinated" people. The vision and praxis of our foresisters who 
heard the call to coequal discipleship and who acted in the power of 
the Spirit must be allowed to become a transformative power that can 
open up a feminist future for women in biblical religion. We have, 
therefore, moved from a reading of androcentric texts to the recon- 
struction of the history of women in early Christianity. Such a recon- 
struction was attempted in the second and third parts. It remains to 
reflect on the spiritual implications of such a reconstruction.! 

In Women of Crisis Jane and Robert Coles tell us about a maid who is 
rather ambivalent about the feminist aspirations of the middle-class 
woman she works for. Nevertheless, "in a moment of mixed faith and 
doubt," so they report, the maid expressed "that she would like to 
see ‘her people’ have a better day." And the Coles comment: 


We thought she was being "ethnic," we thought she was speak- 
ing of class and race, of neighborhoods and cities, of income 
levels and church affiliations or occupational status; but no she 
explained when we asked: her people were “all the women in the 
world." [p. 273] 


The image and vision of the people of God, of my people, who are 
women, theologically sums up my own spiritual feminist experiences 
and that of my sisters who have celebrated our bonding in sisterhood 
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for empowerment and reclaimed our baptismal call to the discipleship 
of equals. This image and self-understanding allows us to build a 
feminist movement not on the fringes of church but as the central 
embodiment and incarnation of the vision of church that lives in 
solidarity with the oppressed and the impoverished, the majority of 
whom are women and children dependent on women. 

Ekklésia—the term for church in the New Testament—is not so 
much a religious as a civil-political concept. It means the actual as- 
sembly of free citizens gathering for deciding their own spiritual- 
political affairs. Since women in a patriarchal church cannot decide 
their own theological-religious affairs and that of their own people— 
women—the ekklésia of women is as much a future hope as it is a 
reality today. Yet we have begun to gather as the ekklesia of women, 
as the people of God, to claim our own religious powers, to partici- 
pate fully in the decision-making process of church, and to nurture 
each other as women Christians. Baptism is the sacrament that calls 
us into the discipleship of equals. No special vocation is given, no 
more "perfect" Christian lifestyle is possible. Commitment, account- 
ability, and solidarity in the ekklesia of women are the life-praxis of 
such a feminist Christian vocation. They are a central embodiment 
and incarnation of the vision of a "new church” in solidarity with the 
oppressed and the "least" of this world, the majority of whom are 
women and children dependent on women. 

It is usually assumed that spirituality has something to do with the 
life of the "soul," prayer life and worship, meditation and mystical 
union, with the "waiting" for God's will to come to pass and the 
religious experience of the divine. In this understanding spirituality 
concentrates above all on prayer and meditation, on "spiritual" direc- 
tion and Christ's indwelling in the soul, on ascetic and religious exer- 
cises as the precondition for progress on the spiritual journey of the 
soul from one level to another. In a similar fashion feminist spiritual- 
ity can be occupied with meditation and incantations, spells and in- 
cense, womb chant and candle gazing, feminine symbols for the di- 
vine and trance induction. Such an understanding of spirituality, of 
religious rituals and exercises, is found in all religions and not limited 
to Christianity. Therefore, it does not capture the specific new vision 
of Jesus and the movement initiated by him. 

The gospel is not a matter of the individual soul; it is the communal 
proclamation of the life-giving power of Spirit-Sophia and of God's 
vision of an alternative community and world. The experience of the 
Spirit's creative power releases us from the life-destroying powers of 
sin and sets us free to choose an alternative life for ourselves and for 
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each other. The focal point of early Christian self-understanding was 
not a holy book or a cultic rite, not mystic experience and magic 
invocation, but a set of relationships: the experience of God's pres- 
ence among one another and through one another. To embrace the 
gospel means to enter into a community, the one cannot be obtained 
without the other. The gospel calls into being the church as the disci- 
pleship of equals that is continually recreated in the power of the 
Spirit. Jesus' ministry, his healings and exorcisms, his promise to the 
poor and challenge to the rich, his breaking of religious law, and his 
table community with outcasts and sinners made experientially avail- 
able God's new world, not, as we used to think, within us but among 
us. God's presence is found in the “midst of us" (Luke 17:21). The 
name of Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us. This is also the name of the 
God of Judith. The God of Jesus is divine Wisdom-Spirit whose 
power is gentle and whose yoke is light. 

Like Jesus’ own ministry, the ministry of the community called 
forth by Jesus, the messenger of divine wisdom, is not an end in 
itself. In the power of the Spirit the disciples are sent to do what he 
did: to feed the hungry, heal the sick, liberate the oppressed, and to 
announce the inbreaking of God's new world and humanity here and 
now. In every generation Divine Wisdom commissions prophets— 
women and men—and makes them friends and children of God. To 
embrace the gospel means to enter into a movement, to become a 
member of God's people who are on the road that stretches from 
Christ's death to Her return in glory. Ekklesia expresses this dynamic 
reality of Christian community. It is not a local or static term, it is not 
even a religious expression; it means the actual gathering of people, 
the assembly of free citizens in a town, called together in order to 
decide matters affecting their own welfare. 

In the Greek Old Testament ekklésia means the "assembly of the 
people of Israel before God.” In the New Testament ekklésia comes 
through the agency of the Spirit to visible, tangible expression in and 
through the gathering of God's people around the table, eating to- 
gether a meal, breaking the bread, and sharing the cup in memory of 
Christ's passion and resurrection. Christian spirituality means eating 
together, sharing together, drinking together, talking with each 
other, receiving each other, experiencing God's presence through 
each other, and, in doing so, proclaiming the gospel as God's alterna- 
tive vision for everyone, especially for those who are poor, outcast, 
and battered. As long as women Christians are excluded from break- 
ing the bread and deciding their own spiritual welfare and commit- 
ment, ekklésia as the discipleship of equals is not realized and the 
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power of the gospel is greatly diminished. The true spiritual person is 
according to Paul the one who walks in the Spirit, she who brings 
about this new world and family of God over and against the resis- 
tance and pull of all oppressive powers of this world's enslaving 
patriarchal structures. 

A feminist Christian spirituality, therefore, calls us to gather to- 
gether the ekklésia of women who, in the angry power of the Spirit, are 
sent forth to feed, heal, and liberate our own people who are women. 
It unmasks and sets us free from the structural sin and alienation of 
sexism and propels us to become children and spokeswomen of God. 
It rejects the idolatrous worship of maleness and articulates the divine 
image in female human existence and language. It sets us free from 
the internalization of false altruism and self-sacrifice that is concerned 
with the welfare and work of men first to the detriment of our own 
and other women's welfare and calling. It enables us to live "for one 
another” and to experience the presence of God in the ekklésia as the 
gathering of women. Those of us who have heard this calling respond 
by committing ourselves to the liberation struggle of women and all 
peoples, by being accountable to women and their future, and by 
nurturing solidarity within the ekklesia of women. Commitment, ac- 
countability, and solidarity in community are the hallmarks of our 
calling and struggle. 

Two major objections are usually raised at this point. The first is 
that the church of women does not share in the fullness of church. 
This is correct, but neither do exclusive male hierarchical assemblies. 
Women’s religious communities have always existed within the Cath- 
olic tradition. They were generated as soon as the local church struc- 
tures became patriarchal and hierarchical and therefore had to rele- 
gate women to subordinate roles or to eliminate them from church 
office altogether. The male hierarchical church in turn has always 
sought to control these communities by colonizing them through 
male theology, liturgy, law, and spirituality, but was never quite able 
to do so. By abolishing these religious communities of women the 
Protestant Reformation has strengthened patriarchal church struc- 
tures and intensified male clerical control of Roman Catholic women's 
communities in modern times. In the past centuries, however, 
women founders and leaders of their people have arisen again and 
again who sought to gather communities of women free from clerical 
and monastic control. A Christian feminist spirituality claims these 
communities of women and their history as our heritage and history 
and seeks to transform them into the ekklesia of women by claiming 
our own spiritual powers and gifts, by deciding our own welfare, by 
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standing accountable for our decisions, in short, by rejecting the pa- 
triarchal structures of laywomen and nun-women, of laywomen and 
clergywomen, which deeply divide us along patriarchal lines. 

The second objection made is the charge of "reverse sexism" and 
the appeal to “mutuality with men" whenever we gather together as 
the ekklésia of women in Her name. However, such an objection does 
not face sufficiently the issues of patriarchal oppression and power. It 
looks too quickly for easy grace, having paid lip service to the struc- 
tural sin of sexism. Do we call it "reverse imperialism” if the poor of 
South and Central America gather together as a people? Or do we call 
it "reverse colonialism” whenever Africans or Asians gather together 
as a people? We do not do so because we know too well that the 
coming together of those exploited does not spell the oppression of 
the rich or that the oppressed are gaining power over white men and 
Western nations, but that it means the political bonding of oppressed 
people in their struggle for economic and cultural survival. Why then 
do men feel threatened by the bonding of women in our struggle for 
liberation? Why then can churchmen not understand and accept that 
Christian women gather together for the sake of our spiritual survival 
as Christians and women persons? It is not over and against men that 
we gather together but in order to become ekklésia before God, decid- 
ing matters affecting our own spiritual welfare and struggle. Because 
the spiritual colonialization of women by men has entailed our inter- 
nalization of the male as divine, men have to relinquish their spiritual 
and religious control over women as well as over the church as the 
people of God, if mutuality should become a real possibility. 

Women in turn have to reclaim their spiritual powers and to exor- 
cise their possession by male idolatry before mutuality is possible. 
True, “the dream of a common language” belongs to God’s alterna- 
tive world of cohumanity in the power of the Spirit. Yet it can only 
become reality among the people of God, when male idolatry and its 
demonic structures are rejected in the confession of the structural and 
personal sin of sexism and when the fullness of ekklésia becomes a 
possibility in a genuine conversion of individual persons and ecclesi- 
astical structures. Not women, but churchmen exclude women from 
“breaking the bread and sharing the cup” in eucharistic table commu- 
nity. 

Images have a great power in our lives. For almost two hundred 
years two biblical images have dominated the American women’s 
movement in and outside of organized religion. The image of Eden- 
home determines today the arguments and appeals of the so-called 
Moral Majority, while that of the Exodus has inspired radical femi- 
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nism, calling us to abandon the oppressive confines of home and 
church. The "cult of true womanhood" proclaims that the voca- 
tion of women is "homemaker." The fulfillment of her true nature 
and happiness consists in creating the home as a peaceful island in 
the sea of alienated society, as Eden-Paradise to which men can re- 
treat from the exploitations and temptations of the work-world. 
Women must provide in the home a climate of peace and happiness, 
of self-sacrificing love and self-effacing gentility in order to "save the 
family." Therefore, feminine spiritual calling is superior to that of 
men. This praise of femininity conveniently overlooks that poor and 
unmarried women cannot afford to stay "at home"; it overlooks the 
violence done to women and children in the home, and it totally 
mistakes patriarchal dependency for Christian family. 

The Exodus image on the other hand compels women to leave 
everything behind they treasure: loving community with men, shel- 
ter and happiness, children, nurturance and religion because all this 
has contributed to their oppression and exploitation in patriarchal 
family and church. Women have to move away from "the fleshpots" 
of patriarchal slavery and institution and live "in a new space and 
time." The image of the Exodus calls women to move out from the 
sanctity of the home, to leave the servitude of the patriarchal family, 
and to abandon the certitudes of patriarchal religion. The spirituality 
of Exodus, however, overlooks not only that the patriarchal oppres- 
sion of "Egypt" is everywhere but also that God is present not just on 
the boundaries but also in the center, if God is "in the midst of us" 
wherever and whenever we struggle for liberation. These two biblical 
images—that of Eden and that of Exodus— place us before the alter- 
natives: either to become Martha serving Jesus in the home or to 
become Miriam, the sister of Moses, leading her people into the des- 
ert. These images, however, do not lead us into the center of patriar- 
chal society and church bringing about God's vision of cohumanity in 
our struggle and solidarity with each other. 

The Roman Catholic variation of these alternative biblical images is 
the image of Martha, as laywoman, serving Jesus and the family in 
the home, and that of Mary, as nun-woman, leaving the world of 
family and sexuality and serving Jesus in "religious life" and patriar- 
chally defined ecclesiastical orders. The dichotomy evoked by the 
images of Exodus and Eden becomes structurally expressed in a di- 
chotomy of lifestyles: virgin-mother, religious-lay, spiritual- 
biological. Women's sexual or spiritual relationship with men or the 
lack of it becomes constitutive for their Christian vocation. The calen- 
dar of saints therefore marks women, but not men, as “virgins” when 
extolling their sanctity. 
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Rather than defining women’s relationship to God by their sexual 
relationship to men and through the patriarchal structures of family 
and church, a feminist Christian spirituality defines women’s rela- 
tionship to God in and through the experience of being called into the 
discipleship of equals, the assembly of free citizens who decide their 
own spiritual welfare. The image of the ekklésia of women, the gather- 
ing of women as a free and decision-making assembly of God’s peo- 
ple, replaces the other biblical images mentioned: that of Eden-home, 
Exodus-world, and virgin-mother by integrating them with each 
other. It can however only do so if the structural-patriarchal dualisms 
in which these alternative images have their spiritual roots are over- 
come. The ekklésia of women as the new model of church can only be 
sustained if we overcome the structural-patriarchal dualisms between 
Jewish and Christian women, laywomen and nun-women, home- 
makers and career women, between active and contemplative, be- 
tween Protestant and Roman Catholic women, between married and 
single women, between physical and spiritual mothers, between het- 
erosexual and lesbian women, between the church and the world, the 
sacral and the secular. However, we will overcome these dualisms 
only through and in solidarity with all women and in a catholic sister- 
hood that transcends all patriarchal ecclesiastical divisions. These pa- 
triarchal divisions and competitions among women must be trans- 
formed into a movement of women as the people of God. Feminist 
biblical spirituality must be incarnated in a historical movement of 
women struggling for liberation. It must be lived in prophetic com- 
mitment, compassionate solidarity, consistent resistance, affirmative 
celebration, and in grassroots organizations of the ekklésia of women. 

Such a movement of women as the people of God is truly ecumen- 
ical insofar not only as it has in common the experience of patriarchal 
ecclesiastical sexism but also as it has as its central integrative image 
the biblical image of God's people that is common to Jewish as well as 
to Christian religion. Moreover, it is distinctive but not separated 
from the so-called secular women's movements. Any struggle against 
the structural sin of sexism won for Episcopal, Jewish, or Mormon 
women benefits the liberation struggle of all women and vice versa. 
Solidarity in the struggle with poor women, third-world women, les- 
bian women, welfare mothers, or older and disabled women spells 
out our primary spiritual commitment and accountability. 

Although most women’s lives are defined by the birthing and up- 
bringing of children, the feminist movement in biblical religion has 
not paid sufficient attention to the needs of children and of women 
with children. The movement of women as the people of God, there- 
fore, must recover the meaning of religious initiation into the ekklésia 
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of women. It can provide "godmothers" who become intimately in- 
volved with the upbringing and socialization of children and young 
people. It must provide a feminist ecclesial community of adults that 
models itself on the discipleship of equals and from which children 
can receive their bodily and spiritual sustenance. Children are not 
just the responsibility of mothers, not even just the responsibility of 
both parents. Their rights are given into the care of all of us, not 
because we are women but because they are our future. 

Women as the ekklesia of God have a continuous history that can 
claim women in Judaism, as well as in the Jesus and the early Chris- 
tian movements, as its roots and beginnings. This history of women 
as the people of God must be exposed as a history of oppression as 
well as a history of conversion and liberation. When I speak of the 
ekklesia of women, I have in mind women of the past and of the 
present, women who have acted and still act in the power of the life- 
giving Sophia-Spirit. Such an understanding of catholic sisterhood 
that spans all ages, nations, and continents does not need to deny our 
hurt and anger or to cover up the injustice and violence done to 
women in the name of God and Christ. It, however, also does not 
need to claim salvific powers for women and to narrow its under- 
standing of sisterhood to those women who are the elect and the 
holy. It does not expect salvation from women, because it knows that 
women have also internalized the structural sin of sexism and there- 
fore can act against their own spiritual interests and leaders. It calls us 
to solidarity with all women of the present and the past. Such a 
solidarity in sisterhood allows us to treasure and recover our heritage 
as Christian women and as God's people. As Judy Chicago has 
pointed out: “All the institutions of our culture seek to persuade us 
that we are insignificant" by depriving us of our history and heritage. 
“But our heritage is our power.” 

Finally, a feminist Christian spirituality is rooted in the ekklesia of 
women as the "body of Christ." Bodily existence is not detrimental or 
peripheral to our spiritual becoming as the ekklésia of women but 
constitutive and central to it. Not the soul or the mind or the inner- 
most Self but the body is the image and model for our being church. 
How can we point to the eucharistic bread and say "this is my body" 
as long as women's bodies are battered, raped, sterilized, mutilated, 
prostituted, and used to male ends? How can we proclaim “mutuality 
with men” in the body of Christ as long as men curtail and deny 
reproductive freedom and moral agency to us? As in the past so still 
today men fight their wars on the battlefields of our bodies, making 
us the targets of their physical or spiritual violence. Therefore, the 
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ekklésia of women must reclaim women’s bodies as the “image and 
body of Christ.” It must denounce all violence against women as 
sacrilege and maintain women’s moral power and accountability to 
decide our own spiritual welfare, one that encompasses body and 
soul, heart and womb. 

A feminist biblical spirituality must remain a critical and communal 
spirituality. As a critical spirituality it seeks not only to articulate the 
liberating experiences of women in biblical religion but also to keep 
alive the memory of our foresisters’ struggles and sufferings in patri- 
archal religion. In tracing the vision and struggle of our foresisters in 
the first century I have attempted to show that women as the people 
of God, as the ekklésia of women, can claim the apostolic tradition of 
our foresisters and the example of Jesus for their own feminist vision 
and praxis of coequal discipleship. A communal feminist biblical spir- 
ituality reclaims the ekklésia of women as our own biblical heritage. I 
have, therefore, sought to understand early Christian history as the 
history of women and men. I have reconstructed Christian begin- 
nings not only as the history of patriarchal male agency but also as the 
history of women's struggles for liberation. The history of patriarchal 
oppression must not be allowed to cancel out the history of the life, 
struggles, and leadership of women in biblical religion. 

Commitment to the ekklésia of women as the people of God is sus- 
tained in consistent resistance to all forms of patriarchal oppression 
and in political involvement in women's struggle for liberation and 
equality. Only when the ekklesia of women is joined by all those in 
biblical religion who share the vision of the people of God as the 
discipleship of equals, only then is the gospel proclaimed in the 
whole world. Only then will we be able to adequately tell what our 
foresisters have done in memory of her. In breaking the bread and 
sharing the cup we proclaim not only the passion and resurrection of 
Christ but also celebrate that of women in biblical religion. 


Notes 


1. These reflections were worked out in the context of the "Women Moving Church 
Conference," sponsored by the Center of Concern, Washington, D.C., and appeared 
in the proceedings of this conference ( Women Moving Church, ed. Diann Neu and Maria 
Riley [Washington, D.C.: Center of Concern, 1982]) in a more expanded form under 
the title "Gather Together in My Name. . . Toward a Christian Feminist Spirituality." 
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